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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    This story could start with Xander and Princess Po falling in love, but the smut, the kidnapping, and the action are more interesting, 
 
    so let’s begin…  
 
      
 
    Here. 
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated] ears of his mount twitched as hooded soldiers spilled onto the road before him and his brother, John. They were on their way to the capital of Bitzocoin and this close to the city, Xander would never have expected an ambush. Instead of being alert, he’d been wondering how to tell his beloved bro that he had actually fallen in love with a woman.  
 
    Since she was infuriating, bratty, and a princess, he felt sure he would win John over to also loving her, eventually…after they had both spanked her and bedded her. He’d been smiling at that thought. 
 
    Then this happened. Inconvenient. The wedding plans needed finalizing. 
 
    Xander frowned at the soldiers. 
 
    Yet ambush this was—the many bows raised and pointed their way made that clear. 
 
    For a moment longer, he kept his hands on the reins to quieten the skittish mare, then he raised them to show he was not resisting. “What is this?” 
 
    Stating who he was could wait. In a week he was to marry Princess Pollianna, but that status could get him killed if these were the wrong sort of enemies. 
 
    He twitched his gaze over to John, wondering at the calmness his brother showed, yet knowing that John might burst into action at any second. Most likely he could dispose of them all and not suffer a scratch. 
 
    Then a man spoke, “Hold!” A single word, and yet a strange expression melted over John’s face. He was no longer an alert, killing machine.  
 
    Who was this man who could disarm John with one word? 
 
    As he turned in the saddle to see the newcomer, Xander found the locket at his neck, and wrapped his hand about it. It was a treasured gift from Po. 
 
    Something bad was about to happen. The chill in his bones told him so. 
 
    A lanky man in flowing robe and coat strode among the hooded, silent soldiers—two heads taller than most of them. Though his concentration fell on this stranger, Xander glimpsed a malevolent writhing within some of the hoods. 
 
    What horror lay within those? 
 
    And who was this over-confident man? 
 
    “I am the Storyteller,” the man said, smiling. “And you will be coming with me on a long journey, Xander of Guerre. Your brother, however, I have no use for. Him, I will send to Hell.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The last chunks of dirt fell away above, letting in a shine of light, blinding him as he forged upward and squirmed from the tunnel to Hell. John pushed all the way out and straightened to his full height. Clods of earth and paving stones slid from his shoulders. He looked about, squinting, spitting out soil, brushing the brown from his dark shirt. A few stray embers and ash flakes puffed away to nothingness in the drab rays illuminating this alley. 
 
    He gave a last shake, like a dog that has just left the water, only he had left a whole pile of dead demons down there, not water. 
 
    The Storyteller had underestimated him. Most did. 
 
    This was a street off Fleur Parade, the main street of Grand Poncifer, capital of the kingdom of Bitzocoin. It was a kingdom about to become a queendom, unless his dates were off? A strange intuition slash feeling, slash certainty told him this was the same day he’d been thrown into Hell. 
 
    A week before the coronation. 
 
    He needed to find out for sure. 
 
    No one had entered this ramshackle alleyway while he’d stood recovering his bearings and becoming definitely human. Not that he’d ever been anything but human. 
 
    Considering where he had been, it was a good point to raise. 
 
    John rolled his shoulders, pleased at the familiar shift of heavy muscle beneath his thick riding coat. He reached into a pocket and his round-lensed spectacles met his fingers. Thanks be. Everything was where it once was—muscles, spectacles, and hopefully every other essential part. 
 
    He raised the glasses to hitch the curled ends over his ears and saw what he did not wish to see. 
 
    Flames. Flames reflected in the lenses, flickering and flaring. 
 
    “Damn. What did you do to me, Storyteller?” He needed to get moving so as to find his brother, Xander, likely still in the clutches of that long tall piece of evil, but first he had to know what had become of himself. 
 
    The words from the Storyteller reverberated in memory. 
 
    You are heartless, a man of straw. Do you feel guilt when you kill, John of Geurre? No, you do not. I cast you to Hell then. I send you to burn there, and I rename you John the Wickerman. Burn and die. 
 
    He swallowed the renewed blows those words dealt him. He was heartless. He knew this. He had known it for a very long time. 
 
    The flames flickered still, dancing in the glass lenses. Before, his lack of guilt had been invisible, now his eyes showed his damnation. He put a hand to his chest, over where his heart should be, and then he felt for a pulse at his wrist. There was nothing except for, perhaps, a crackle and a flair of heat under his fingers. 
 
    He did not dare to unbutton his gray shirt and look. 
 
    Many things were unknown to him. The world was vast and full of magics, but to discover that Hell was truly a place? Chalk that up to experience. He didn’t intend to revisit it anytime soon. 
 
    John muttered a curse then settled the spectacles into place. After a few breaths, he strode forth into the brighter light and colors, into the busy street and the noise. 
 
    People bawled out the price of goods, manned carts, waltzed into shops, kissed their girls, held hands, strolled. Dogs darted through the legs and skirts. Horses and carts and coaches clopped and rolled past. Multi-colored balloons bobbed on long strings above a street-wide banner announcing a coming food festival. Grand Poncifer hustled and bustled, and it did so far more extravagantly than it had a year ago. The new financial advisor was supposedly the reason for this resurgence of fortune. 
 
    Though the king was dead, having fallen while mountain climbing, his queen had died in childbirth, so that child was next in line to the throne of Bitzocoin. Princess Pollianna, nicknamed Po, smartest royal ever, would soon be crowned queen. The required year of mourning was over, and someone had grabbed his brother. 
 
    Did they wish to stall the coronation? He did not know. 
 
    If he did know, he would also know where they had taken him. Wouldn’t he? John rubbed his brow as a headache throbbed into being. 
 
    He liked to know. 
 
    Not knowing led to bad things. People dying. Various and sundry unwanted side-effects. 
 
    The princess would have detectives to do her bidding and other smart people. 
 
    First stop, his spectacle maker, whose shop was on the way to the palace. Second stop, the palace. 
 
    A seated man rustled a newssheet in his face. He seized the man’s wrist and stared at the dateline below the masthead of the paper. 
 
    Monday the third. 
 
    “Three bitz!” offered the news seller. 
 
    “No thanks. I’m good.” 
 
    John weaved through the thickening crowd. He was correct. This was, somehow and strangely, the same day as the ambush. He and his brother had been riding from their estate. They had reached the outskirts of the capital when a band of hooded soldiers poured from the trees lining the road. Though not in uniform, their actions said trained soldiers. 
 
    Held at sword and arrow point, he and Xander had watched as a tall man threaded through the ranks of their attackers. He had counted to one hundred, as he always did since puberty, tamping down his natural murderous impulses. That had been a mistake. 
 
    “I am the Storyteller,” the stranger said, and the words were stamped with capitals. 
 
    After which… John came to a halt, his boot heels grinding on the stone of the street beneath. After that point in the ambush affair, he recalled little more than the words condemning him. 
 
    If Xander was gone, the wedding and coronation would be difficult, since he was supposed to marry Princess Po. Their assailants would not be hanging about. They would be fleeing the country. 
 
    Clearly, he should not try to thwart the Storyteller by himself, no matter his singularly great skill at killing. 
 
    Yes. Spectacle-maker, first, to order a new pair like the glasses on his nose, ones that blocked out the flames. The suspicious and startled looks he was getting from those passing by would otherwise become tiresome. After which, he would visit the princess and tell her of his kidnapped brother. 
 
    Organize a rescue party. Pick up his new spectacles. Set out post haste with the armed party arranged by Princess Po, and some detectives, if that was possible to arrange at short notice. Catch and kill said Storyteller. Get back his brother. Watch the wedding. Reap the benefits when his bro took over the kingdom. 
 
    Excellent plan. 
 
    A round, dirty fluff-ball mutt bounded into view and circled him making growling noises, pausing in its circumnavigation to sniff the knee of his black pants. Despite his several discouraging words, it followed him and was still bounding at his heels when he reached the gatehouse of the palace grounds. He now wore a pair of very dark spectacles. The spectacle maker had fortuitously possessed some pre-ground dark glass and had popped the lenses into place on the spot. 
 
    The guards refused him entry. 
 
    “But I am the brother of the groom. I am John—” His throat seized up, and the next words were not his, well, not exactly his, even though he did speak them. “… the Wickerman.” 
 
    “No,” they repeated, adjusting their grips on their pikes while frowning. 
 
    Their bright red-and-white uniforms bounced glare off his eyeballs, despite his new lenses. 
 
    John took a few steps backward. Coarse hair brushed his ankles and pants legs—the fluff ball was down there. 
 
    The tall metal gates with the spear-shaped finials at the top remained shut. The road beyond them led straight to the palace itself, that monstrosity of turreted towers, white walls, and sky-scraping brickwork. The roofing tiles of those turrets were purple. 
 
    The designer should have been knifed in the kidneys, in John’s subtle opinion. 
 
    The fluff ball squeaked up at him then ruffed. He glanced down and watched as it sniffed the same place on his pants. 
 
    “You’re right. We need to get in there.” Somehow this mutt had joined him, and he hadn’t even asked for applications. “I suppose I could just kill my way in?” 
 
    Ruff cocked his head. 
 
    And… he wasn’t quite sure Ruff was even a he. Far too much hair. Too scruffy. 
 
    “Correct, the princess would not like that, but stuff her. Even if my bro wanted to really stuff her, with his sausage.” 
 
    He walked a little further from the gatehouse. Ruff followed. So much hair there, he would swear he couldn’t see its legs move. Or any paws. The creature sort of glided, and occasionally it bounced. 
 
    “Did you say love?” It hadn’t but he wanted to argue. “True love? Hah! She’s an uptight, too clever, snooty piece of the noble class…” 
 
    Ruff whined at him. 
 
    “Yes, I am a member of the nobility too. But poor and useless at it.” 
 
    Kill them all? 
 
    The guards looked nervous and shuffled their feet and pikes. 
 
    Calm. Calm. John counted to one hundred. 
 
    There really was no time to waste. His brother was in dire trouble. 
 
    And so, he, THE HERO took a deep breath, and another one, then he killed his way in. To his credit, he did a detour around the gate guards. Sometimes, he found it distasteful to kill people he knew. 
 
    Okay, scratch that dream. 
 
    He turned, looked the gate guards up and down, slowly, so they knew he was not a man to be rushed. “Who do I have to speak with to get a pass?” he asked them. 
 
    “The advisor to the realm and ex-chancellor of the exchequer,” the left-hand one said, tersely. “He’s down the street. The big red building. If you hurry, he might not have left for home yet.” 
 
    “Thank you.” John bowed. 
 
    He hurried, and the man was indeed about to leave, but thirty minutes later he was back at the gate with a pass, then he was through and walking down that road, up the stairs, and into the palace. Passed from guard to valet to guard to maid to guard, he was patient. By the time he was ushered through a door into a small foyer, he had counted to one hundred a hundred times. At some point, probably by the front steps, Ruff had vanished. 
 
    If he and Xander had been identical twins, he might have tricked his way in, instead of this crap. 
 
    “This is the princess’s study, sir.” The maid opened the double doors then stayed in the entrance, with her back to the frame, her hands folded meekly to her front. Two guards, armed with swords, stood at attention on either side of the door. 
 
    John went through. The princess sat in a window seat, half a mile across the room. 
 
    The corridors of the palace he’d travelled were quiet, with not a scream to be heard. A pity. His insides were gnawing at themselves in worry over Xander. His hand itched for the sword and daggers he’d had to leave with the majordomo at the palace entrance. 
 
    He stalked across, his tread silent on the thick rugs. 
 
    The day drew to a close. The shadows grew long. The high white curtains concealing the windows leading to a balcony were partially closed but swayed in a breeze. The ceiling in here was of average height, for royalty. Fall while plastering it, and you would break your neck. No mold was evident, nor peeling paint, unlike at the Geurre manor. 
 
    The princess sat reading by lamplight and the last of the sun, dressed in a green silk gown that would suit a banquet. The desk a few feet from her toes was covered in books, as was the floor in between. Several of the tomes appeared to feature mathematics. 
 
    John scowled. 
 
    How ridiculous was this? How had she not noticed him? Was he now invisible? 
 
    John stamped his boot. “I have a brother to find and rescue. Your future husband.” 
 
    “I know you’re there. Here.” She closed her book, after placing a bookmark inside it, one with a pretty tassel. “Where is he? Is he in danger?” 
 
    Through her eyes had widened, and she seemed startled, a mask of statesmanship fell over her face. A princess was trained in diplomacy and deception, as well as how to rule in general. It still irked him. Surely, she should have gasped, at least once? 
 
    True love? He was tempted to laugh. 
 
    He’d never before thought Xander gullible. 
 
    “Yes, I believe so. We need to send out scouts and assemble a force to reckon with his kidnappers—a sizeable force, equipped with the best mounts, your best soldiers, and clever people. And probably you should scour the harbor for foreign ships, the city for suspicious men, and so on.” 
 
    She blinked at him, and said in a steady if husky voice, “First. Tell me what has happened.” 
 
    Even the perfect curls of her red hair annoyed him… those slim wrists, the heave of her bosom, the sculpted shape of her red lips. How dare she have seduced his bro. 
 
    Of course they had been going to remove her from power and send her to a small padded room to do embroidery, once the throne was secure. 
 
    Family was family, and she was merely… sexy, beddable, and powerful. 
 
    Providing the bed was first swept for dangerous things like math books. His lip curled. 
 
    He told her what had happened, though the Storyteller wasn’t mentioned by name, because his name was not going to help, and his trip to Hell became merely being felled and knocked unconscious. She sat for a while, breathing a little harder than seemed normal. 
 
    “I will call my hussars and scouts to search the kingdom for this group of ruffians.” 
 
    “And detectives?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Detectives. Please, you may wait outside while this is done.” 
 
    John frowned. He’d expected more passion, less serenity, and a bit of female squeaking or wailing. 
 
    Even so, he waited, being fed tea and cakes while the scouts galloped to the edges of this smallish kingdom, and sent semaphore messages to the outermost furthest outposts, while ships were boarded and searched, and foreigners questioned, or so he was informed. While detectives, did detectiving too. 
 
    He slept in a small room he was offered, wishing he were out there galloping and looking, yet knowing he must wait. He could not match the resources of the kingdom. 
 
    The next afternoon, late, he was recalled to Princess Po. She was outside on the balcony, where a wind had risen to tease her hair from its bun, fluttering strands of scarlet sideways, wrapping them over her full lips, where they stuck as if entranced by her. 
 
    No wonder. He envied that hair. 
 
    How he could be in lust when his brother was missing? 
 
    He was a man, she was attractive, if soulless. It was nothing more. 
 
    Since he was heartless, they were a match. He smiled grimly as he listened to her proclaim the scouts and other soldiers and detectives had come up with nothing—no trace of a path, no way to tell where Xander had gone. 
 
    She was giving up. Those words and the hint of a glistening drop of a tear in her eyes did not fool him. 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    “He told me you were in love with him, even though the contract was at first nothing more than words on paper, and a way for you to gain the throne.” She had to marry to ascend, everyone knew this. “That you would allow him a place beside you.” 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t look anywhere but at the distant mountains, where they rimmed the sky, beyond the dullness of the harbor waters. 
 
    He thought she had swallowed then. Not sadness, it could not be that. Soulless bitch. 
 
    “True love does not give up after a day.” 
 
    “I am a princess, with great powers, but I cannot order my soldiers beyond our borders without permission from other countries, or there will be war. I cannot.” 
 
    “I see.” And he eyed the harbor too, and the palace surrounding this balcony, the many walls that intertangled and humped each other, climbed over each other. This strange architectural maze of a palace had grown like a tree grows roots. Haphazardly. “I see.” 
 
    He left her as soon as was polite—okay a bit before that. He wasn’t one for long, weird conversations. 
 
    Outside the gates, Ruff joined him again, sniffing his knee as the creature tended to do. 
 
    “What do you think, Ruff? Is this a time for dangerous interventions?” 
 
    Ruff twitched his nose. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I agree. You are correct.” John tapped his sword hilt, then catalogued his hidden assortment of daggers, garroting wire, and poisons. “Yes, we should.” 
 
    That night, having purchased and arranged horses, then left them concealed in the nearby forest, he scaled the palace walls. Using his memory of the various intersections and climbable parts to guide him, he reached her balcony and slipped open the door latch with his blade. 
 
    He woke Princess Po with a knife to her throat, saying, “Come with me if you wish to live.” And he was pretty certain he could do this—keep her alive. Killing a princess was not what he should be doing tonight. 
 
    The bed had sunk only a little beneath his weight. He could tell it was a good-quality mattress and so any blood on it would likely wash out. 
 
    Alive, man. Remember? 
 
    She blinked up at him. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that. What makes you think that will convince me?” 
 
    The answer threw him, nevertheless the spiel he’d rehearsed came forth. 
 
    “Why do I threaten you? Because you and my brother were supposed to be suffering from True…” He finally lost track of the spiel and added querulously, “Because I am a perfect killer.” 
 
    “Perfect?” Her crescent-shaped scarlet eyebrows rose. 
 
    The moon had slipped light through the balcony window, and he could see her, all of her, in that diaphanous gown which revealed more nipple than a princess should show to… 
 
    John swallowed. “Yes. I can sense creatures, and I kill without guilt.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “What? Now?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    What the? “The rat on the ceiling cornice.” 
 
    “There is a rat? In my bedroom?” So indignant. 
 
    He drew a second dagger and flung it sideways and at an upward angle without looking. A squeak sounded and ceased. “There was, yes. It is dead.” 
 
    “Oh. I think I see it now. Ew.” Her throat moved under his knife blade. “What was it you wanted?” 
 
    “You will come with me. I can use you as trade when I catch my brother’s kidnappers.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Not enough. Me as trade sounds rather iffy. Kill me and you die. My guards will hear my scream, and I will do so. Stalemate. Go now, without me.” 
 
    Such a firm voice. He actually doubted himself, for a second.  
 
    “Then…” He reached up and took hold of his spectacles. “This. I have been to Hell and back.” He removed the glasses, meaning he could not, temporarily, see her face in good focus, but she would not realize this. He growled the last words. “Fear me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
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    “[image: A picture containing drawing, mirror  Description automatically generated] Well. Why didn’t you say?” Fire eyes. Cool. 
 
    Which was a strange reaction to have. She should not be thinking that when he could slit her throat. Except, he was Xander’s brother, and it seemed unlikely. There was fear but a toned-down version of fear. 
 
    This was almost exciting. 
 
    “What’s your name again?” 
 
    “John…” He cleared his throat. “…the Wickerman.” 
 
    Not of Guerre? The change of his surname added to his mystique. However, her forgetting he was called John, that was terrible and Diplomatic Error #23 in her Handbook of Diplomacy and Spycraft. Names were her weakness. She could recall Pi to one thousand digits but most people’s names, no, unless they were close friends or officials she met daily. 
 
    Names withered in her memory into random stacks of letters. 
 
    Xander was a great guy, someone for whom she had indeed felt what she was almost certain was love. Love was foreign territory for her, so she always felt unsure, as someone might the first time they saw a penguin. This! This is a bird? Love was like that for her. Her father had been kind, generous, good at teaching her how to run the kingdom, but bad at hugging and love. 
 
    She’d wanted, somewhat desperately, to find out what had happened to Xander, but there were constraints. She could not agree to everything, no matter what people thought. The royal advisors had advised her of the perils of interfering further. There was also her vow to Xander. 
 
    Her advisors had even suggested John might have murdered his brother to get closer to her. 
 
    With this daring deed, John had ripped up that piece of logic as well as her need for restraint. 
 
    John was eminently dangerous and thus exciting. Who else did she know who’d been to Hell and back? Who else had eyes that burned? 
 
    Who else would dare accost her at midnight in her bedroom, with his knife at her throat and his weight making her bed dip—reminding her of the weight of men and the presence of muscles under their clothes? 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    It only took her a second to run through her options. 
 
    He wanted her to come with him. 
 
    Staying meant he might murder her. That was a negative. 
 
    Going with him meant abduction and an unsure destination. They’d be chasing the trail of Xander’s kidnappers across rough roads, over mountains, rivers. She might get to sail a boat and actually do something apart from study how to rule, look fabulous in a gown, and tell servants to serve her. 
 
    It meant she might find Xander while also having an adventure. It meant circumventing the vow she’d made to him without blame falling on her. Neither of them could have predicted this. Plus, her heart wanted her to go. 
 
    Statistically speaking, she would never get the chance to do anything a princess should not do, except for now, today, at the hands of her fiancée’s brother. 
 
    It would be dangerous. She bit her lip, released it. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    With his hand on her arm, he allowed her to rise. “Pack a small bag of underthings and a change of clothes. Dress in clothes that will withstand the travails of the open road.” 
 
    Underthings. She blushed lightly at the thought of him watching her do that. Her servants, such as Nurse Withers, were all female. “I… don’t think I have any of those sorts of clothes.” 
 
    “Oh. Damn.” 
 
    They settled on a pair of slim, amber-colored riding leggings with a shirt and matching dark blue coat with fairly modest golden epaulettes, and boots—two pair, one for riding, as well as the spare clothing in a bag. He slung the bag over his shoulder and drew her out onto the balcony, where she immediately halted. 
 
    “You expect me to climb down this? Are you insane? This is unacceptable. I cannot.” 
 
    “Then I will carry you.” He glowered. 
 
    “Oh, well, this I can help with. Estimated weight of you, of me…” She muttered as she ran through the math and the known strength of men his size. “Unless you’re a god with wings, no. Chance of you dying is high. Me, ditto.” 
 
    “Ahhh.” His mouth stayed open. 
 
    “Do you need the exact result? I am really good at math. Perfect, some say. I kill numbers.” 
 
    “No. Fuck.” 
 
    Had he not thought this through properly? Where was his detailed plan marked up with comments and advisory cautions? His appended plans once the initial one was disapproved by the senate? Oh. Yes. Not happening. 
 
    “There is a secret way out I could lead us to? Never used, but in place in case of siege so we can sneak supplies into the palace, or sorties under the walls. Raiding parties. All of that.” She waved vaguely. 
 
    “Good. Find it, uhhh, or else.” Dipping his glasses, he showed her a glimpse of the fire in his eyes. 
 
    A frisson of excitement ran amok, but only for a second. She twisted her mouth, pretending fire eyes were no longer her thing. “Come. Next time, plan better.” 
 
    Was that a disgusted sigh she heard? She did not bother to look back. Smuggling them both past the palace servants who were up polishing the silver, or whatever they did at this hour, would take some finesse. 
 
    They wove through the passages and then the tunnel beneath, where it dived below the palace walls and came to a small door with heavy timbers reinforced by steel ribbon. It was locked. She had no key, and this was a renowned Beregnian lock. 
 
    “Darn. Unpickable and impenetrable.” 
 
    “Do not use those words. Impenetrable? I can kill anything, well almost anything.” 
 
    “It’s a door,” she pointed out, just in case he was thicker than she’d thought. 
 
    “Shhh. Let me find its heart.” 
 
    Crazy time, but she was used to dealing with geriatric ministers who brought their latest puppies to the cabinet meetings to pee on the draperies and table legs. She would watch him attempt to do cardiac surgery on a door. 
 
    It took numerous attempts but he did eventually manage to kick it in some vulnerable place, and the door ruptured outward. Po eyed John as he dusted off his coat and pants. 
 
    Not an average man, at all. 
 
    Beyond the door and a small weed-tangled passageway, a darkening forest could be glimpsed. 
 
    Goodie, she thought, as she stepped out and smelled the fresh scent of rain, trampled ferns, and animal droppings, and various wildlife things not found in palaces. 
 
    “The horses are to the north, at the edge of this. Follow me. Oh, wait. No running away for you.” He pulled a circle of rope from beneath his coat. 
 
    She considered pointing out to John that she’d just spent hours helping him escape, but then he did a swift and complex knot and cinched the rope about her wrist. 
 
    The rough strands prickled her skin. The rope circled her, tightening as he adjusted it until it was firm but not restricting her circulation. 
 
    She stared down at it, feeling decidedly odder than ever before. 
 
    How dare he tie her. 
 
    Except he had, and it felt… good, comforting, and it made her horny. Horny was a word she had learned from the maids, when they tittered and told stories they thought she could not hear. 
 
    A tingle she only felt on those nights when she dared to play with herself, in private, ran down her, past her rising, firming nipples, and between her legs. 
 
    Heavens. 
 
    A fluffy white-ish creature bounded from the darkness of the shrubbery. At the sight of her it suddenly, and a little alarmingly, plumped out into a wider ball of fluff, a foot wider at least. 
 
    “Ruff, meet the princess. Princess meet Ruff. How did you find us?” 
 
    She went to one knee and held out the back of her hand for the ball of fluff. After applying what must be its nose to John’s pants knee and audibly inhaling, it sniffed her then licked its warm and small tongue over her skin. She smiled. This adventure was becoming even more interesting. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s maybe a dog? You want to turn it upside down and check when next we stop, be my guest. I think it has teeth.” 
 
    Still smiling, she straightened. “Maybe. I’ll find it some treats.” 
 
    John grunted. “We aren’t stopping to shop for treats. Come.” 
 
    He tugged on the rope, pulling at her wrist, and she followed him into the gloom with Ruff moving along between them. He slipped through shadows, sometimes sniffing at the heels of John’s boots, and possibly munching on grass stalks. 
 
    That was no dog. 
 
    Even she knew dogs weren’t much into grass. They ate caviar and roast lamb, and pâté on toast, and occasionally frogs’ legs. She didn’t recommend the frogs. Minister Davies’ Pekingese had thrown up the small frog bones all over its cushion. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated]  horses awaited them on the fringes of the woods, where the trees thinned and grass whispered at their feet. A full moon loomed in the night sky, throwing a light backdrop behind the mountains. A few clouds drifted above, tickling the moon. Though they’d found a trail through the woods, Po had come close to twisting an ankle, had fallen into several dips in the ground, and had suffered scratches. 
 
    She was sure her knuckles were bleeding and was beginning to wonder about what she’d volunteered for—and she had volunteered, no matter what John might think. 
 
    This wasn’t sensible or safe, and sensible was what her life had always revolved around. 
 
    “You’ll ride in front of me. Up.” He gestured at the black stallion, which she judged to be about sixteen hands high. “Meet Rocky.” 
 
    “Not the mare?” 
 
    “I don’t trust you while we’re in your realm.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    He removed the rope on her wrist and assisted her into the saddle. Po waited as he mounted behind her then… then he wrapped an arm about her. 
 
    “I won’t fall off,” she asserted grumpily. Her chest felt weirdly twisted and skittish. 
 
    “I know.” He clicked his tongue and the stallion ambled off then quickened into a canter as they reached a solid road surface. 
 
    The absence of stirrups was disconcerting, but she adapted to the roll of the muscles of the horse under her and, eventually, to the muscles of the arm about her waist. 
 
    The feel of John’s fingers when they jarred into new positions along her side was a whole other matter. She couldn’t stop her reactions to him, and that made her grumpy. Po was used to controlling a kingdom and all those who circled her like stars and planets awaiting her command, but she could not control this. Or him. 
 
    Xander would find this amusing. 
 
    She pinched her lips, knowing she should have protested more. Going to look for him in the company of his brother was the right thing for any ordinary mortal to do, but not for her. A princess had to rise above the common world. She had responsibilities far beyond what the average person could comprehend. 
 
    Xander’s words echoed in her memory… 
 
    “I have made many enemies, Po. Promise me that if ever they come for me, you will not risk yourself.” 
 
    She’d frowned at him and added a codicil: Only until we are wed. 
 
    He’d agreed to that after she explained that being her consort made him extra important to the kingdom, though he already was important to her. 
 
    So she’d vowed to him because he was in one of his serious moods. And then he’d managed to get himself kidnapped, before the wedding. 
 
    Men. 
 
    As if he had more enemies than her anyway, she had loads of them. 
 
    They clattered along the road and a wind found them, making pieces of her hair whip loose from the tie she’d placed around it and flick backward. It must be annoying the man behind her, yet he said nothing. 
 
    Kept on a lead rope, the mare followed at a neat trot. She was a chestnut with a blaze on her forehead and of nondescript appearance, but the stallion was a remarkable horse. They were not going to pass for peasants. 
 
    Then they reached the first fork in the road, where it split to north and south, and John reined in until they clopped to a halt. 
 
    “Which way?” he murmured, reminding her with the scent of his warm breath of how close he was—as if the press of his thighs and body was not enough. 
 
    “You don’t know?” she ventured, after some time had passed. 
 
    That spurred him into doing something. He leaned down and spoke to what seemed the ground. 
 
    “That way?” 
 
    She realized the white blob below was Ruff, and it was agitated and had been moving forward then circling back, and quite definitely trending toward the northern branch of the road. 
 
    “Good.” Firmly he urged the stallion into motion. 
 
    “You’re taken on a random animal as your advisor now?” 
 
    “I think he knows. He sniffed my pants leg a lot. The Storyteller may have left a trace.” 
 
    The Who? Po shook her head and said nothing more. This adventure was feeling less organized by the hour. 
 
    She liked her facts in rows and columns. 
 
    She liked them organized in folders. With notes. 
 
    When they broke into a canter again, she decided that perhaps it would be best to broach the idea of her returning to the palace the next time they stopped. 
 
    People normally listened to her. She frowned. This disturbing premonition had popped up—that John would not listen to her, and princesses were supposed to be listened to. 
 
    The northern branch of the road meandered ever nearer the mountains before climbing into them in a weaving, winding manner, lazy as a python ascending a tree. The air grew cooler, drier. The trees became scarce and the grass was lush and dotted with pretty wildflowers. 
 
    As the air cooled, so did her enthusiasm for this adventure. 
 
    She had done this on the spur of the moment, seconds after waking. Ugh. Despicable. Where was her plan? 
 
    The maps of her kingdom had long ago been committed to memory and so she knew when John turned off onto a smaller path that they headed for Endless Falls, the longest waterfall in Bitzocoin. It was where she and Xander had first discovered their love for each other. That time, she had been accompanied by a small caravan of servants and a squadron of her light cavalry, for the border with the Hegemony of Kostan was only another hour of riding along the main road. 
 
    “We are resting here?” she said over her shoulder when the roar of the falls was unmistakable. 
 
    “Rest, eat, and if you wish to, there is a small pool where you can wash. It will be cold.” 
 
    Of course she knew this, having dabbled her bare feet in it while talking to Xander only a month ago. How much did John know? It was a question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered. 
 
    “You will have to stay back then. I will not be observed. It would be indecorous. Rude,” she added, in case the big word was not known to him. 
 
    John snorted. “Just don’t try running away.” 
 
    “As if I would do such a thing. Where would I go?” 
 
    She’d need a horse to outrun him, and only one track led to the pool, though she did remember Xander remarking on a way to climb the rocks to where the horses had been tethered, as long as one avoided the wet section. But then she’d also need to hobble John’s stallion or take the steed with her. Why was she making plans like this? Because John was going to refuse her request? She had sat in the saddle in front of him, all the way up here, and could have said something already. 
 
    She should calmly offer to keep the search for Xander in motion after she returned to safety. Yes. She took a deep breath. 
 
    She was, she must admit, a little afraid. Afraid of being denied, for once, of being used as a trade item. Afraid of going onward. Just… afraid. Being afraid was also new. 
 
    Any ruler had to be concerned about assassins, wars, and general violence in the populace, yet there was always someone to ward off the blows or stand in her stead—guards, spies, counterspies and assassins, soldiers. 
 
    Every day people risked their lives for her. 
 
    Here, there was only her and John. 
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    [image: A drawing of a face  Description automatically generated] seemed odd that only a month ago she’d been sitting here with Xander, discussing love and other things. The rainy season had tailed off and though the water still poured down the cliff from far above to their right, the volume of water was less, and as a consequence its noise was less thunderous. Princess Po grimaced at the gristle in the smoked meat John had given her, stuck between two slabs of bread with jam. The combination was gruesome. 
 
    Behind them the horses were yanking out clumps of mountain grass and loudly munching. 
 
    She laid the remains of the sandwich aside on a rock and wiped her fingers on a tuft of grass. A yard ahead, the land fell away. If she were to crawl forward and peer down, she would see a pool of dark, churning water waiting below. The top of Endless Falls was another quarter of a mile above. Mist and the shadow of the mountain shielded them from the sun. 
 
    Ruff ambled up and sat on his haunches at the very edge. 
 
    “Do you know why Xander was kidnapped?” 
 
    “If he was kidnapped. I cannot recall much of the day. I am still not sure why he was, if he was. Because he is your intended partner?” He glanced at her, took another bite of his food, then a swig from a canteen. He’d given her a metal cup. 
 
    “I have been wondering if they think he’s the cause of Bitzocoin’s success on the stock markets.” 
 
    He answered slowly. “Why? Why would anyone think that?” 
 
    “Because I let it be known. I thought it more likely to be believed than the truth—that I engineered it. I like studying the markets and once father was gone…” She shrugged. “The future price of pirates in the Caribbean, of eggplants in Asia, all the interconnections are fun to work out. It’s like chess with live octopuses…” 
 
    That made him grunt then scowl, while looking out over the chasm in a contemplative way. 
 
    “Do you believe Xander’s alive?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I hope so.” John turned to look fully at her. The dark circles of his spectacles blocked most of the flame light, but his cheeks flickered with their color. The heavy darkness of his shoulder-length hair framed his face. He wore it longer than most and sometimes tied it back, which she guessed was his way of thumbing his nose at fashion. 
 
    He didn’t seem the type of man who worried over clothes or hairstyles. She supposed black on black and then a splash of gray made it easy to match things and concealed most dirt? 
 
    Laundry was a mystery to her. 
 
    “Who is this Storyteller you mentioned while we were in the forest?” 
 
    “You remember that?” He threw the crusts of his bread into the void and shook his head. “He was in charge of the attack on myself and Xander. A wizard, if such exist?” 
 
    “Why a wizard? He did magic?” 
 
    “He cast me into Hell. Did this.” John gestured at his eyes. 
 
    Hmmm. She was not convinced. Surely the timing was impossible? 
 
    “He took away my heart.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. You still think you’re in love with Xander?” 
 
    “Yes. I also know you and he were planning… nefarious deeds for after the wedding.” 
 
    His eyebrows twitched but he remained silent, if a little scarier with his stare. 
 
    “Xander let it slip.” 
 
    “Now, why would he do that?” 
 
    “It was after I found a note regarding the Gender Preference Law of Succession. That thing is hundreds of years old, very outdated, but I can see how you and he might think to use it to gain power.” 
 
    “He wrote that down? Gods.” John dragged his hand down one eye then over the side of his face to his mouth. He let his hand flop to his lap then sighed. “Figures.” 
 
    “It was in his coat and yes, I found it by accident. We spoke at length afterward, and he confessed he’d lost the appetite to use it. We discovered we were in love.” 
 
    John eyed her with skepticism. 
 
    “I can see you doubt it. It is love.” Her heart pitter-pattered. 
 
    “Is? Was? Yeahhh. He told me, he thought you were in love with him. He is a good talker. We did a lot of scams together. You see, not every noble is rich, or noble.” 
 
    Those words hung between them like a slaughtered carcass—bloody and raw. 
 
    He did not know how Xander felt, or her. She was fuming but must not show it. Emotions must be concealed. 
 
    “You realize you are trying to convince me not to feel anything for him, which logically leads to me being less willing to sacrifice myself for his rescue?” 
 
    John only twisted his mouth, as if he did not care, as if her thoughts did not matter. 
 
    She resisted picking up her riding gloves and smacking him. “He told me everything.” 
 
    “Unlikely, Princess.” 
 
    “Well!” She scrambled for something that would both sting and prove the depth of their intimacy to this infuriating man. “We discussed how he’d fantasized about the three of us in bed. We laughed about that.” She smiled and chuckled, then picked up the rest of her awful food and tossed it over the edge. Ruff twitched his fur—possibly there were ears in that ball of hair—and looked interested in the arc of the sandwich through the air. 
 
    John thought he was heartless? It was an assessment she was ready to agree with. 
 
    “Listen, Princess.” His hand arrived on her jaw, and he dragged her head around so she must face him. 
 
    Though she tried to pull away he dug fingers and thumb into her. How dare he! Her eyes surely flared with anger before she calmed herself. 
 
    “He wanted into your pants, like any man would. So did I, to be truthful.” His smile was grim. “Not my best idea. End of the story. Now, go wash. We have to get moving. I know this place well, came here a lot with my bro. Toss your clothes around that rock wall that blocks the pool from view. You get the new ones when you’re done. Soap is free. Understand?” 
 
    She breathed hard a few times, then decided she must say what she needed to say, succinctly and with determination, despite how his finger had drifted to below her mouth and how closely he seemed to be studying her face. 
 
    Then he said in a quieter, softer voice, “I can see why he—” 
 
    “I…” The unwanted build of heat through her body from where his hand lay had made her blurt that. She swallowed. “I would like to return to the palace. I will guarantee more help for you, and when you find the correct course to take, I will give you even more men, secretly, but I will manage it. I think we are done here.” 
 
    They did not even know if this was the correct direction, though sensibly, if anyone were aiming to escape Bitzocoin quickly, this was the closest border crossing. 
 
    His fingers tightened. 
 
    After an unending and very pregnant moment, with pain prickling through her jaw from where his fingers pressed, he burst out laughing. 
 
    She yanked her head backward to free herself. At the last second, he released her, and only by throwing out her hand behind her did she stop herself from toppling. 
 
    “No. Go and wash. Time is our enemy. They are a day ahead, at least.” 
 
    She fumed some more, rather too obviously, then rose and found her spare clothes, before stalking to the dirt-and-rock path that led down to the pool. She heard him rise and follow. If he dared poke his nose around the corner… 
 
    At his barked command, she dropped the fresh clothes for him to retrieve. 
 
    When she’d undressed and sneaked her hand filled with her dirty clothes around the slim outcrop behind which he waited, she remembered the alternate route upward. She turned on the spot to face the pool. 
 
    He’d refused her request, so she was entirely correct to do what must be done. 
 
    To the left was the drop into the waterfall chasm. 
 
    Water spilled in dribbles and a small spray down the lichen-covered, red-brown rock to the right, filling the shallow concavity with cold water. Her nipples had shrunk to aching points, and goosebumps had sprung up all over her breasts, arms, and the rest of her—she probably had them on her rear. Po hugged herself, then with soap in hand she waded into the middle. It was a foot deep at the most. On the far side was a crevice that led into the mountain side, and at the back of that was a way upward. If she dared. She would get scratched, likely. She might fall. 
 
    Her studies numbered among them, riding, archery, dancing, chess, clockmaking, algebra, swimming, cooking, and best of all, climbing—using pitons, ropes, and with people at hand to take the weight of the rope if she fell. Even so, it was climbing. Small heights only so far, but she did have the right muscles, and heights did not bother her. 
 
    Po sucked on the inside of her cheek for a moment. 
 
    It was possible; therefore she would do this. 
 
    She would be naked. Po frowned. The man had spare clothes in his saddle bags. She could ride in men’s clothes for long enough to reach the town they’d passed at the bottom, among the foothills. The mayor would see who she was and summon aid. 
 
    She must be quiet, must not get too wet, or she would slip on the rocks. She placed the dry soap aside, stirred the water noisily as if she were washing, then waded across and into the crevice. 
 
    “Come around that corner,” she sang back over her shoulder, “And I will push you over the edge.” 
 
    “Ah! Now the murderous princess is revealed.” 
 
    “Asshole,” she muttered, surprising herself, as she’d never called anyone that, ever, out loud. “Asshole,” she repeated, just for the pleasure of letting it roll off her tongue. 
 
    Then she found her footing, calculated her route upward—she could see the lip of grass above, and began to climb. One step at a time, make sure the holds were secure… 
 
    And she must be quiet. 
 
    It was when only a few feet up that she heard a noise below as if water swirled. Po looked up for the next handhold and it was high, and she’d need to go up on tiptoe. Swiftly, she did so and stretched and reached. 
 
    A hand grabbed her lower ankle. “I thought you were too quiet.” 
 
    Damnation. She shut her eyes. 
 
    “Come down before I pull you down.” 
 
    “Let go of my ankle first.” 
 
    “Just do it. Now!” 
 
    How dare he threaten her. Anger rising, heart thudding, she descended, despite his grasp on her ankle, then on her thigh, then on her hip as she reached bottom. 
 
    “And what a view that was.” 
 
    He sounded so self-satisfied that she turned to slap him, only to find her wrist smacking into his hand as she swung. 
 
    “So predictable, Princess.” Grinning, he pressed her into the smooth face of the rock, holding her already captured hand high above then catching her other hand and yanking it up there too, gathering them both under one fist. 
 
    By then she was panting from all the exercise and her annoyance at being caught and pinned so indiscreetly—which made her chest heave even more. Which made him look at her there, his eyes settling on her breasts then languidly travelling lower and stopping again at her sex. His eyebrows rose, as if he were startled. Her maids regularly waxed her there into a slim V. 
 
    “How dare you!” she spat. 
 
    He met her gaze. “I dare because you are the cause of Xander’s kidnapping, with your dabbling in pirate shares and eggplant stocks. I dare because you lied to me and tried to run.” 
 
    “I never said I wouldn’t!” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No! You disgusting—” 
 
    He covered her mouth with his palm, muffling the rest of her words. Then, then he leaned in closer and stared directly into her eyes. 
 
    “I’m going to tie you up again and then soap you too, rinse you off. I think a clean princess can be achieved quickly. And if you protest too much, I will fuck you here and now.” 
 
    Oh. She froze and found herself staring back, and that horribly familiar heat rose in her, spreading until she was sure her entire skin had flushed red. 
 
    John slid away his hand. “Well, well,” he said softly. “That worked.” 
 
    Then he leaned in even further and placed his mouth close to hers, their lips merely brushing. 
 
    She shut her eyes. It was too much. Him so close, her body doing things it should not. To say he would fuck her was atrociously rude, and yet, here she was almost wishing for it to happen. 
 
    “What do you say to that?” 
 
    She snapped open her eyes at the subtle movement of his lips on hers. 
 
    “You’re a bad man,” she managed, after a syrup-thick moment where even thoughts refused to do her bidding. 
 
    “I am.” He nodded slightly and again his lips moved on hers. 
 
    Swallowing, she parted her lips. Involuntary, she told herself. 
 
    That was not me. 
 
    He pressed no harder, but he breathed on her, and the heat of his body transferred to hers in some strange magic… or merely the conduction of heat through air. He kept watching her, as if fascinated. 
 
    Go away, she willed him, silently. Po was appalled by her desires. The mounting ache between her legs urged her to thrust herself forward and squirm against him. 
 
    His tongue tip moved, pushed ever so slowly at her parted mouth and she opened some more, almost moaning. Well, she may have moaned a teensy bit, but hopefully it was inaudible. 
 
    His tongue stayed there, barely inside her, and she had to make herself not respond. Though below was being disobedient. 
 
    “What a good princess you are.” 
 
    Then he kissed her, softly, quietly, with no fanfare, and pulled away, leaving her wondering if she would slip to the rocky floor if her hands weren’t fastened above. 
 
    “See how easy that was. Was I not kind?” 
 
    “You are an asshole,” she muttered, struggling to breathe without looking like she’d been running, or… molested. 
 
    John chuckled. “Thank you for the excuse.” 
 
    He spun her and tied her hands at her back, using rope, cinched it tight enough that she knew she wouldn’t get free. 
 
    Now that was interesting. As in the forest, it shut down her willingness to do anything except be handled. He sat her in the middle of the pool and soaped her, all over, in places she was sure his hands should not go, even if he was doing this quickly. While she was shivering from that, he dipped her backward into the frigid water, making her scream. 
 
    His laughter was intolerable, and she spluttered at him. 
 
    Being hauled up the slope to the horses then dried with a blanket that smelled of horse, being made to kneel on the picnic rug that remained where they’d eaten—it all went by quickly, and he was matter-of-fact about what he did. It almost made her forget she was naked. 
 
    Almost, at least, until he squatted in front of her with her fresh clothes before him. 
 
    “Well, mermaid.” John tapped the bundle of clothes. “Girl who has barely escaped being spanked.” He frowned and rubbed his chin, as if unsure of what he’d uttered. 
 
    “Spanked! Do not dare to touch me! Not all nobles are noble? You, sir, are a disgrace to your lineage, your parents—” 
 
    “Shut up.” He removed his spectacles, letting her see the flames. “Was that a mistake? Not spanking you?” 
 
    Her throat dried up. “No,” she choked out. 
 
    “I disagree. Never insult me and my parents in one sentence, again.” 
 
    Had she done that? She wasn’t sure. 
 
    Nervously, she watched as he rose and walked to a small shrub, began to pluck a few longer thinner branches. He stripped them of their leaves by running his hand down the stem. Leaves fluttered free, and some whirled away on the wind to be blown into the chasm. 
 
    He returned to her straight-mouthed, eyes burning, the branches trailing in his hand. What did he intend with those? 
 
    “You have a choice. Apologize to me and you get one strike on your bare ass, or don’t and you get ten.” 
 
    “But I didn’t insult you and…” She ran down in the face of his anger and her helplessness. Po inhaled, glared. “Very well. I apologize to your parents, and I suppose to you for whatever you thought you heard.” 
 
    John chuckled. “Damn. Next time I word that better.” 
 
    “Next time?” 
 
    “Oh, it will happen.” 
 
    The gleam in his eyes was unexpected, and she felt that now familiar closing in of her throat that only he had managed to accomplish. 
 
    “Let’s see.” He drew her to her feet by a hand under her arm and headed for a small boulder where he sat and then pulled her over his lap. He held her in place. Po struggled to rise, mortified because she knew what he intended. 
 
    “Sit still. No one will aid you. Take this or I will do worse.” 
 
    Worse… She stilled, sighing as he took hold of her bound hands and pushed them higher up her back. 
 
    “Good.” Then he struck her, hard, but only once. 
 
    The sting made her flinch, but she’d pinched her mouth shut and made no sound. She inhaled through that minor pain. It was a mild sensation on her rear, not as painful as the scratches on her finger from the rock climb. It was already dying away, except that now he laid his palm on her there, and he stayed like that, quiet, with that hand doing small movements, pressing down, pressing her onto him. 
 
    She was sure he had an erection. Not being an expert, she had to file it under maybe. 
 
    After another minute or so, while neither of them spoke, and she felt herself respond to this unasked-for male attention by growing terribly, embarrassingly wet where the split of her sex existed… after that time, he sighed. 
 
    “You are going to get dressed after I untie you, Princess. You are not going to misbehave.” 
 
    How dare he utter that word misbehave. As if she were some student of his. 
 
    Now was not the best moment to protest. Not when the sticks he’d birched her with lay on the ground before her eyes. 
 
    “Say yes.” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or I will do worse.” 
 
    She toed the ground, thinking. “Okay. Yes.” 
 
    “Good, my princess. Very good.” 
 
    He liked that worse word far too much. 
 
    Once allowed up, she stood and only glared, briefly. Slapping him could wait. Besides, her hands were tied. So far, he’d earned a hanging and a garroting, if this were brought up in court. 
 
    At least his spectacles were in place. The two black discs seemed impartial and magisterial. Without them, the fire in his eyes swept her into an acute moment of awe, colored by a wash of fear and lust. None of which made sense. 
 
    “Get dressed then we ride. Be thankful I’m not tying you to the saddle, naked.” 
 
    He released her from the rope. 
 
    While she was dressing, she dared to rebut his threat. “That would have you arrested for indecency.” 
 
    “What would?” He’d thrown the saddle back on the stallion and was cinching it. 
 
    “A woman, naked, on a horse.” Saying that made her feel perverted. 
 
    “Wrong. Not in Kostan.” 
 
    It wasn’t? 
 
    He ambled to her, watching as she did up the buttons on her shirt, concealing her cleavage. 
 
    She blushed. This was about blush number seven of all the major blushes of her entire life, and most of them had been due to John. 
 
    Then he reached and brushed aside her fingers to do up the last button himself, with both hands there, beneath her chin. She wasn’t sure why she let him do that, but… since she was entranced by the smile he was wearing, just for her, she didn’t particularly care to figure out why. Not yet. 
 
    He leaned in, cupped the back of her head, and delivered another of his soft, teasing kisses. “Besides, I guarantee you’d have liked it.” 
 
    This, she thought, her mouth still open as he turned away, was getting far too complicated. He beckoned her to the horse. 
 
    Po steadied herself then followed him, no longer sure what she was doing, though she knew what she was not doing: being a sensible and morally upstanding princess. 
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    [image: A drawing of a face  Description automatically generated]  the guarded border checkpoint between Bitzocoin and Kostan hove into view, they arrived at a small roadside marketplace. The road widened here where a plateau had formed. A copse ran along one side, and far off to the right the mountain climbed into a nearly vertical cliff. A few other travelers had stopped to stock up on the provisions and/or novelties the five little stores provided. Three were merely goods laid out on blankets under the sun, for the wind to trail her fingers over along with the occasional idling insect. One store was a cart with a roof of blue-and-white striped canvas. 
 
    He ignored the food and clothing stores, ambled Rocky by them. The mare followed obediently and Po, soft female bundle that she was, the arrogant temptress, sat before him making his cock wish it were inside her. This was a dilemma he’d not ever faced before. 
 
    Women tended to like him. He and Xander had shared a few, though he’d had most solo in his bed. None of them had been princesses or as theoretically off limits as was Po. 
 
    The things he’d already done to her made him feverish for all the wrong reasons. 
 
    He halted the black stallion to study the last stall before they passed it. 
 
    Was that a giant? A woman taller than he by several feet, and far broader, dressed in pants and flowing shirt with purple flowers, sat cross-legged beside the last stall. On her rounded, muscled shoulders sat two bluebirds, preening themselves or peeking about at the people walking by. They launched into the air to swoop and circle above her. 
 
    This was a true stall, with a canvas roof and walls behind a front display of wares on a shelf. On the cloth-draped shelf brightly colored objects were laid in neat rows. He wasn’t sure those were fruit. Were they toys? 
 
    The banner above declared, THERAPIST AND TOY SELLER. 
 
    Po spoke. “You know, sir, once caught you will be condemned to execution. The laws are impossibly strict when it comes to defiling royalty. Especially me.” 
 
    “What?” He glanced down at the head of scarlet curls that represented Po. “Oh. Yes. I know.” 
 
    He still had her wrist roped. 
 
    This reminded him of his previous thoughts. He loved what he’d done to her for all the wrong reasons—and not, of course, because he might get executed for abducting her, kissing her, and birching her bare ass while she was sexy and squirming on his lap. His toes curled in their boots at the memory; his cock gave a twitch in his pants. Blue balls were apt considering her lineage, and his. 
 
    Yes, he’d condemned himself to every nasty punishment in the Bitzocoin legal system, and he gave not one noble fuck. He was here to save his brother. The consequences would be dealt with when and if necessary. If. 
 
    In fact, he would do all those bad things to her all over again, except that his rather frayed morals were whispering no to him. 
 
    Wait, had she called him, sir? He looked down at her again. Hmmm. 
 
    “You should release me. Beg for clemency before the courts, or better yet, before me, and we shall let you go free… to seek your brother.” 
 
    We, meaning the royal we. 
 
    John sighed. His cock had swelled but so had the royal princess’s head. 
 
    “Any guards ahead will have been warned by now. You have heard of semaphore? Signal towers?” 
 
    “You are not going to be good when I pass the border checkpoint, are you?” 
 
    She was silent and was probably mentally critiquing his planning. 
 
    “Yes, I figured that out, finally, Po.” He looked over at the stallholder, who waved. 
 
    “My name is Ruth, sir, most interesting traveler!” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “You are.” Wriggling and unfolding her legs, she stood. She towered over him, the horses, and her stall. Above her, the birds circled. 
 
    “I’m John.” 
 
    “You look in need of aid and therapy.” A grin spread. “Perhaps some of my toys.” She held up what was clearly a pink rubber dildo and waggled it. The thing looked miniscule in her big fingers. 
 
    He smirked. 
 
    “Oh! My goodness,” Po squeaked. “Is that what I think it is? Disgusting.” 
 
    He needed a gag for her, not a dildo. Today, anyway. Tomorrow was another matter. And… that thought ran off and spawned other thoughts. It wouldn’t be enough. Even if she were gagged, they would know her. She was right, word would have reached them of the abduction of Princess Po. 
 
    A bag over her head? They would look. 
 
    “Come, Princess.” Dismounting, he tugged on the rope leading to her wrist, making her dismount beside him. He left Rocky to his own devices. The horse wouldn’t roam, and the mare would stay by him. 
 
    Stepping closer to Ruth, he craned his head to see her eyes—and what lustrous green eyes they were. They reminded him of rumors of a green-eyed dwarf-giant, a dwarf who had suffered a late growth spurt and was shunned by her tribe. A woman who could see the future. 
 
    “Ruth?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “I believe I have heard of you. You can see the future?” 
 
    “Ahhh.” She screwed up her heavy mouth, smacked her lips. “Not really. I am just a very good therapist.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” A pity. He could have used a premonition today. Perhaps she’d been here awhile? “Would you, by any chance, have seen some soldiers or soldier types, and a tall man with a cloak or overtunic…” He wasn’t sure what the Storyteller had worn. “… go past in the last few days?” 
 
    “I did. They had a coffin with a glass lid, wheeled along on a cart. A fair-haired man was inside.” 
 
    John swallowed. No. This cannot be. 
 
    “However, I do believe the man inside was not dead.” 
 
    He took a deep breath to calm himself. “Okay.” 
 
    He let his gaze lower, taking in the array of rubbery things for sexual joy, and a glittery costume of golden chains, made for a woman from the sizing, with a cute diaphanous skirt, and this was meant to portray a… 
 
    His memory twigged. 
 
    “Are you in need of a Kostan slave-girl costume, sir?” Ruth inclined an eyebrow. 
 
    That was brilliant. As brilliant ideas were ranked, he gave it a ten out of ten. 
 
    “I believe the current erotic fantasy is of catching a slave girl and taking her home again, across one’s saddle.” 
 
    Thoughts buzzing, John picked up the top half of this costume made of golden chains meant to run beneath and around the breasts of the slave. “And you don’t tell the future?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” He peered up at her. “Would you have somewhere we can try this on?” Then he spied some red bondage rope that instantly hardened his dick. “Uh. That there too.” 
 
    A tug on the rope in his hand made him look to see what the princess was doing. Kneeling beside the upside-down Ruff, she was patting his tummy. 
 
    How had she managed that? The critter always tried to bite him. 
 
    “Did I hear a we?” She rose and came to see what he was doing. 
 
    Already she drew an indignant breath. “Mister John Wickerman, you cannot possibly imagine that I—” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    Gleefully, he towed her into the tent behind the stall, protesting still, but not that loudly—whether she feared public embarrassment or if it were some other reason that stopped her from screaming, he did not care. Ruth slipped the costume and the red rope into his hand as he went by, along with… He frowned. A tiny fat dildo with a furry tail? 
 
    Oh. For once he felt like blushing. The things people did. Though now she’d stirred his memory, Kostans did use these. 
 
    It would add to the authenticity. 
 
    He probably shouldn’t. 
 
    “You cannot dress me in that!” Po hissed, meaning the costume, and raising her hand as if to admonish him. 
 
    “I will do as I wish to and need to.” He dropped most of the items to the rug and spun her, holding her hands at her back while he undid the original rope and loosened the coil of pretty red rope. “You will behave for me.” 
 
    “You cannot make me!” He could hear the grit in her words. “Kostan is not mine. If the rulers there find me, they will keep me as a hostage, use me to gain some advantage from my kingdom.” 
 
    He should have figured that out earlier. So should she, way back in her bedroom when he first grabbed her. Why hadn’t Miss Ultimate Planner done so? 
 
    He didn’t know. 
 
    To keep her from betraying him at the border, he needed to do more than tie her up. As he looped rope and snugged down knots, feeling a familiar fire build within, John stared at her bound hands. Teeth half-bared, he slid his hand up her arm, then past her elbow, under her hair until he reached her nape. There, he gripped the base of her hair, tilting back her head. He listened to her panting deepen, halt, then pick up, slower but more urgent. 
 
    That shiver she gave, meant a great deal. It echoed to his balls. It told him vast things about her, intimate things. 
 
    She liked this. 
 
    She loved this. 
 
    He smoothed his hand downward and gripped her again, encompassing her whole neck this time. Her muscles tensed, relaxed, but she did nothing and said nothing. Goose bumps rose on her skin, ran down her arms. 
 
    Bad man, his morally burdened conscience whispered. You mustn’t. 
 
    I will. He walked on air with lust rampant in his veins. He took a small, careful bite of her neck then released it. She tasted of sex to him—future sex. 
 
    “You like this, Princess?” His voice was low, husky. “My hands on you? My rope? Speak the truth.” He shook her a little then forced her to her knees where he buried his nose in her hair, her neck. Those red tresses unraveled down her skin. “Say it.” 
 
    “I will not,” she replied, most firmly. Too firmly. He knew she lied. She cleared her throat. “You’re about to carry me into what is essentially enemy territory. There must be a safer means of doing this? Please. Think on this before you commit us to this course of action.” 
 
    “I have thought.” 
 
    So, she liked being bound and being held by a man. It wasn’t that unusual. She was a woman, and many women had enjoyed his lovemaking and his ropes. There were more pressing matters today than bondage. 
 
    “You know you should have done more,” he said, forcing her further down to her belly on the dusty rug so he could remove her pants, cut away her shirt, her underthings. By undoing and redoing ties, he could have preserved her clothes. He was rushing this, and he was loving it too, her struggles, the cutting. 
 
    Out of breath, having her under him whimpering and squirming… 
 
    He was being so bad that he finally paused and wiped his forehead with the hand holding the knife. He stared at the knife, his hand. Least he wasn’t shaking. 
 
    But she was. 
 
    Finally, his moral conscience had a say. Stop. She is afraid. 
 
    In spite of all he’d subjected her to, this was the first time he believed this had happened. 
 
    The princess, afraid of him? Before, there’d been some trepidation and minor anxieties—one didn’t birch a woman’s ass and not get that. 
 
    However, this was truly fear. 
 
    And so, he cursed himself. 
 
    A plan, another plan? He only had the one. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    From where he kneeled beside her, he turned her over, onto her side. “Do not fear me. I promise I will keep you safe once we pass the checkpoint. No one will find you. You will be with me.” He looked down into her eyes, and gently moved the hair from across her startled eyes. 
 
    “I wasn’t. I wasn’t afraid.” 
 
    The quietening trembles contradicted that. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Thank you, for the consideration.” 
 
    As if this were a dinner party favor. 
 
    He let his own eyes harden. “I still have to find Xander. My love is for him. We will strike a bargain once in Kostan. I will not trade you for him, so long as you conjure up a plan I can use.” 
 
    “I suppose?” Naked, tied up, but he saw the way her face cleared as she thought through what he’d said. “I suppose I could?” 
 
    No other woman would be this resilient. 
 
    Admiration surfaced, bobbing about ridiculously. How could he admire her, now? 
 
    Po looked dubious. “Though we have no facts, yet. I need facts for a plan.” 
 
    “Time is bleeding by. I have to do something and not sit still. You telling people he was the genius who made Bitzocoin rich, set him up for this. Your doing.” 
 
    “It’s my fault?” She sucked in her lower lip and let it unroll beneath her neat white teeth, leaving it shiny, wet. 
 
    He barely stopped himself from kissing her. 
 
    “Not all, but some. Lies beget lies. I know this side effect well. It’s how we made our living, Xander and I—by lying. Here is a fact for you. We will cross the border with you over my saddle, tied and gagged, dressed in the slave chains and the rope only, with a cloak over your nakedness. If you scream, I will spur Rocky and try to reach the other side. I may die with a spear in my back, but I will have tried to save my beloved brother.” 
 
    When he’d finished his grand death speech, she raised both eyebrows and looked pained. 
 
    “John. Ummm. They will know me by my red hair.” Her forehead wrinkled. 
 
    His mouth opened as he sought an answer. “Mud, there is mud.” 
 
    “Don’t you d—” 
 
    Rope went between her lips and her syllables tangled with it. She fell silent and merely scowled, very angrily. 
 
    “It’ll wash off.” 
 
    “Mmpff!” 
 
    He didn’t bother to explain how he could take the easy way and kill all the guards, because he’d vowed not to. Priests and nuns vowed chastity. He would not kill. They were also her soldiers, so there was that too. 
 
    Then he went to dress her in the tinkly chains of a Kostan slave, and realized the rope was in the way. Should he have put it on first? 
 
    “Sorry.” He shrugged. She was prettier this way. Legs tied, hands, the breast bondage he’d finagled, and that face rope that gagged her—perfection. Who needed gold trinkets? 
 
    With Ruth’s assistance, he found some river clay for her hair, filled a bucket with it, and brought it back. He also inked a temporary Kostan slave tattoo on her butt. 
 
    The ink would take a week to fade. She was going to hate him. 
 
    It was… nice. 
 
    Hands on hips, he grinned, taking in the sight a little longer. A princess in bondage at his feet, glaring at him. Not everyone would agree, but he’d rather Po in his ropes—a wriggly, red-faced, muddy-haired Po with extreme annoyance oozing from every pore—than one of the lauded paintings they’d sold put back on the wall of the de Guerre mansion. 
 
    Her nipples were begging him to do something to them. 
 
    No. Must not. 
 
    “What’s it say?” he asked Ruth, clearing his throat and distracting himself, though still admiring how the swirly blue writing curved over her ass. 
 
    “Mine,” Ruth told him. 
 
    “Absolutely perfect.” He kissed his fingers and smiled grimly at Po’s rope-muffled curses. “Why, Po, I never thought a princess would know those words.” 
 
    When he carried her out to the horse, Ruth said something he didn’t quite catch. 
 
    “What?” He swung, with Po draped over his shoulder and her muddy, mussed hair flopping against the back of his shirt. She was making his clothes sticky, but he didn’t mind, not one bit. 
 
    That agreement they were doing, once they crossed the border, he was already adding codicils, just like Po said one should. 
 
    “What was that?” he repeated. 
 
    “I will follow you. Pay me for these goods on the other side. I am ready to move on anyway, and I know these guards. They will likely question you, greatly, but not if I distract them.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” He would trust Ruth. She’d aided him far beyond what she needed to. He wasn’t sure why, but he’d take the help. Then he turned away and headed once again for Rocky. 
 
    He’d been sure she’d said something different to that, something about the construction of True love? Some of the mud had landed in his ear and must have clogged his hearing. 
 
    He was pleased with himself, pleased he’d found a moral middle ground. Kidnapped her, yes. But now he had the renowned brain that made Bitzocoin rich thinking for him. 
 
    Also, he had not done anything perverted to her. 
 
    Though he had her naked and bound. Her ass under his hand. 
 
    His fingers treadled her flesh. John inhaled. Biting that ass should be a priority. 
 
    It was lush, springy, with exactly the right curves and softness. His fingers slipped to the split of said ass and detected a slippery kind of wetness. That made him let out a small groan and curse. 
 
    A man knew what lay between Po’s legs. A man might do something about it if his damned conscience wasn’t working overtime. 
 
    Carefully, John put her across in front of the saddle and ignored the mumbled insults that reached him from the other side. He leaned in, fingers wrapping over the saddle strap. He counted to one hundred, and for once it was not to stop himself killing people. 
 
    He straightened, inhaled, exhaled, shakily. 
 
    Put it in the codicil. Time to go. Keep her too long like that, and she’d throw up all the picnic food. 
 
    “I am coming now.” Ruth had a voice that said announcing, not merely saying. It permeated the air as thoroughly as a thunderstorm might, full of weight with a tinge of ominousness. 
 
    When he turned, she was already doing some sort of folding magic on her stall—okay she was big and strong and so it likely wasn’t magic, but still… 
 
    The front shelf was tucked in, the walls and roof folded down, and down again, and now, with another swift, folding twist, and all there was before him was a lumpy rucksack of a size to fit her shoulders. She hoisted it to her back, settled it. An upper part was extended, and a little flop-up-and-over roof appeared above Ruth’s head. 
 
    The birds fluttered down onto that small, new roof. 
 
    Ruth dusted off her hands then slapped them together. “Done. You can go first.” 
 
    As if he needed to approve her, Ruff sniffed at her boots then circled her heels. 
 
    He raised himself up on fluffy paws, propping himself on her leg and stretching to sniff higher up Ruth’s pants. She picked him up and deposited him on her shoulder. There was a long second of startled Ruff, eyes staring at the horizon, as if he were thinking, how dare she do this? 
 
    Then he pricked to life. Whereupon he settled down, perching there beneath the little roof. 
 
    John shook his head. If this was magic, he wasn’t arguing. 
 
    He mounted up, seating himself comfortably behind his captive princess, tossed his cloak over her far-too-enticing form, and geed the horse into motion. 
 
      
 
    True love is like a cake. It does, of course, require constructing. 
 
    Rarely is it achieved with one simple ingredient. 
 
    John had begun his recipe with bondage and lust, and a little care. 
 
    More ingredients were likely coming, or so one might think. 
 
    If one believed that Ruth, the dwarf-giant, could predict the future. 
 
    She couldn’t, but she was really good at guessing. 
 
      
 
    After a few yards, John gave in and edged his palm beneath the cloak, where Po’s rear made a minor hill. He ran his thumb over the crease of ass and thigh. Her stillness, then her near imperceptible ass-wriggle made him smile internally. A few strides of Rocky later, a real smile sneaked onto his mouth. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Mmpff!” 
 
    “Good.” Truth be told, he needed a translator for that. 
 
    This was promising. 
 
    For the rescue, obviously. His love life was a distant secondary matter. 
 
    He held the cloak higher, studying the shadowed contours of her nakedness—hills, yes, also dips, gullies, and dark lustful alleyways. He swallowed. 
 
    Not that distant. 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated] was possibly her weirdest day ever, and she’d had some really unusual ones lately. 
 
    Po hung over the horse’s withers, staring at the ground going by a few feet from her eyes, trying not to throw up when the horse strode jerkily and squashed her stomach. 
 
    The rope around and under her breasts was chafing, her nipples were digging into saddlecloth, and the rope between her teeth was making her dribble. Drooling was generally considered bad manners. The road had many holes and ups and downs. She made a note of that, for the purpose of distracting herself. 
 
    Spend more on road maintenance in the mountains. When she was princess again. 
 
    Right now, this day, this second, she certainly was not being very princessy. 
 
    What she’d vaguely agreed to with John, while he was manhandling her, was abhorrent. 
 
    Those hands of his. She shut her eyes, and not because of vertigo. He somehow bothered her so much with his sexy ways, when he was touching her, feeling her, biting her, that her thought processes became mud. 
 
    Then, she felt his hand on her ass again, caressing her there. 
 
    Intolerable. Inconceivable even. 
 
    She really must shut this reaction down. Be the princess again. 
 
    Be. 
 
    The. 
 
    Princess. 
 
    She squeezed her eyelids together even tighter then began to listen, for they’d halted. The horse whickered; his hoofs did a little dance. Rocky shook his head, making the tackle jingle. Boots stomped closer. 
 
    “What’s your purpose, and what’s this on your horse, sir? A body?” 
 
    “A female slave. A pretty one. Naked. Want to see?” 
 
    This was the checkpoint. Making a fuss was still possible. He had her tied, but she could move. And if she did and succeeded in attracting the right attention, John would be arrested, then brought to court. She could ask for clemency. Beg for it even. 
 
    Was that so awful? 
 
    Who would rescue Xander if John were stopped? 
 
    She inhaled, exhaled, thinking. It would be awful, except she would be free to help in the search. 
 
    “Sure. We need to see her, officially, like.” 
 
    Someone laughed. 
 
    The cloak was flipped back, removing her from shadow, exposing her to sunlight and the soldier’s eyes. Below, Po could see their legs and feet around her. John smacked her on the butt, and she squeaked and pulled at the bindings on her arms. The soldiers laughed again. 
 
    If she arched, twisted, showed her face, they might know her? The rope distorted her words, it did not silence her. 
 
    They would see their princess, naked and in this terribly humiliating position. 
 
    She must decide. 
 
    The Princess Manual Lesson #1: Sometimes one has to make difficult decisions. 
 
    “Isn’t she a beauty! She ran off, but I caught her,” John declared. “You boys need to get yourselves a Kostan slave. Soon as I make camp tonight, I’m going to fuck her every which way, every hole.” 
 
    How dare he! Her eyes snapped open. The man had plainly asked for retribution. 
 
    “Damn,” one of them muttered. “That is some hot slave flesh you got there. Show us her face.” 
 
    Good man. 
 
    “Not between her legs? You disappoint me.” 
 
    “Doing my job, sir.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    John weaved his hand into the base of her wet hair, and she tensed, anticipating the coming discomfort and her chance. He had plastered mud over her body, face, and hair but this was going to be a chance. 
 
    Say princess and stare into the guard’s eyes. Say it over and over. 
 
    As he levered her head back, she couldn’t help hissing, and almost missed the shouted words. 
 
    “Guards! Sale! Last chance to get my premium dildos and sex toys before I take them across to the Kostanians. Do you think they deserve the joys and not you? Hot prices for toys to stick in your hot girlfriends!” 
 
    John hauled on her hair. 
 
    She squeaked out Princess! Princess! But the words were even more messed up than she’d expected due to the rope pulling taut across her mouth. It pressed onto her tongue, making princess into hinkaah. 
 
    Not the best of enunciations. 
 
    Neck muscles straining, she watched the guards turn away and head for Ruth, who waved two handfuls of wiggly pink, blue, and green dildos. John chuckled and leaned over, creaking in the saddle, to put his face in front of her. 
 
    “What did my slave try to say? Was this a betrayal? Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    He let her go, whipped the cover over her again, and spurred Rocky into a trot. 
 
    Tears of rage dripped from her eyes until she shut them and reserved her anger for later, when she might have the opportunity to smack him into eternity. 
 
    They rode on down the road, climbing past a curving corner, with Ruth catching them up a mile further along when John stopped and waited. He pulled the cloak off and hauled her around into a side-saddle position while he undid her ankle ropes. With Po upright, he had her sit as she had on the previous day, except she was now unclothed. 
 
    It bothered her, more than being draped over the horse and concealed. 
 
    “Clothes,” she hissed. 
 
    “Later. Ruth! Do you know where I can clean this mud off her? Somewhere safe and off the road? There must be some feeder streams for the waterfall. I will pay you now if you wish. For your help, the rope, and so on? Whatever you think is fair.” 
 
    He was being generous, but then Ruth had aided him as a best friend might. Po couldn’t see why. 
 
    “Thirty-five will be fair, John,” she rumbled as she drew level with Rocky. Ruff was asleep on her shoulder, like a puffball seedhead that had stuck there, his nose snuggled into her flowery purple shirt. 
 
    “Done.” He took a pouch from his pocket and began to count coins. 
 
    “As for a stream, I know of one. It is a small distance ahead. I will guard the entrance to the path while you clean yourselves. I also have a proposition for you. If it pleases you?” 
 
    “Say it.” He leaned over and poured coins into her cupped hand. “I am all ears.” 
 
    Ruth shoved the handful into a leather pouch slung from her shoulder. Her head was above them, and Po could see up her nose, along the crevasses of her face, and into a pair of deep green eyes that might’ve been plucked from the sea. 
 
    Ruth gave the impression of immense… patience? She smiled at Po. 
 
    Curious, considering everything. 
 
    Po shifted her bare rear on the saddlecloth. The rope tying her, emphasizing her female attributes, her nudity and helplessness, made her feel painfully exposed. It was not her fault, she reminded herself. His only. 
 
    “I wish to travel with you.” Ruth said. “I do not require further pay. As you have seen, I am a good negotiator and a supplier of interesting wares. I also discuss problems. You are… a man of destiny, with a princess who needs to be educated.” 
 
    She gawped at her and side-eyed John. So many impudent people. 
 
    “Hah!” Chuckling, John wiped his nose with the back of his hand then smiled at Po. “Agreed. And that you saw who she is and said nothing?” He leaned into Po, with his hand on her hip. “I like that. Maybe I need a negotiator. I welcome you.” He did a little bow in the saddle. 
 
    “Thank you. We should keep going. Another few minutes of travel will bring us to the path that leads to the stream.” 
 
    With her large rucksack making the occasional jangling sound, Ruth swayed into the lead. Her shoes crunched when they stomped the gravel. The two bluebirds had landed on the roof and sat above where Ruff slept, arguing with each other in squawks and pecks. Ruff opened one eye and glared malevolence at them. 
 
    Everyone was ignoring her, the princess, the person of most importance. 
 
    Good. For once this was good. Except she needed the ropes undone. When she swiveled and stared at John then mumbled untie me as well as she could, he lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Well! 
 
    She looked to the front again, scowling, gripping the horse with her thighs. She tried not to touch his pants in the groin area with her fingers. Execution was too good for him. 
 
    She began to imagine all sorts of gruesome deaths for John, but her imagination petered out. A gory, gruesome death was not what she wanted for anyone. 
 
    The path to the stream was soon found, and it was narrow, short and twisty. John intended to leave the horses with Ruth. Perhaps the woman would run away with them? It would compel him to backtrack to the guard post, surely? 
 
    There had to be a way to return to her realm. 
 
    “Come with me.” Having dismounted, he pulled her off the horse, and she slid, her heart thudding as she desperately hoped he would stop her from landing on her head. 
 
    He did. One hand wrapped over her breast, while the other found the rope at her back. He steadied her, studying her as she gulped and recovered. The ill-mannered, horrid man. 
 
    “You think you’re badly done by, don’t you? But look, we have a private bathing area.” 
 
    He gathered some clothes and a blanket from a saddlebag on the mare, then he tugged at her ropes and walked. She had to go with him, stumbling over the waterworn rocks. Soon, they came to where a stream rushed by, burbling downslope. 
 
    “I’m not happy, Po. You said yes to my agreement, then you spoke at the border and tried to betray me.” 
 
    “Hmpf!” 
 
    He lifted her by her waist and lowered her, feet first, into the middle of the shallow stream. It came to just above her ankles, and she gasped as her feet became several degrees cooler. 
 
    “Cold? Good. Now sit.” He pushed her down, and she braced herself as her backside hit the water. Thankfully, the rocks were smooth from centuries of pummeling. 
 
    John splashed into the water behind her. She heard him squat or kneel, then felt him play with her fingers, stroking them, holding them, as if he contemplated… something she could not be sure of. Then he touched behind her head and untied the rope there, loosened it in many other places, slithered it off her body, until only her hands were bound. 
 
    Po tongued her mouth, her lips, worked her jaw, and wondered how best to be scathing without angering him too much. He was, after all, of the nobility. Something of that must remain. 
 
    “Release me fully,” she said. “I will wash.” 
 
    “Hell, no. Do I trust you anymore? No. I must recalibrate, re-plan. You are untrustworthy. You lied.” 
 
    “I… did…” Shivering, she felt her nipples become erect, those miniature beacons of sexuality. “Not.” 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    How she wished to quieten her betraying nipples, to shoo them away. She eyed him as he undressed. His clothes were also muddy. 
 
    “You were, abominable and disgusting. Your words at the border crossing were vile. What else could I do in the face of your threat to defile me?” 
 
    “You mean defile your holes? Those?” Grinning, he slipped off his coat and black stovepipe-straight pants and laid them on the bank. Next, his shirt was gone. The man had quite a few sculpted muscles, all over him. 
 
    My. 
 
    Apoplectic, with emotions rushing about in her head, she switched from that to a whole other… topic. Po swallowed. 
 
    She was naked, so was he. 
 
    Decorum had been tossed aside. Again. 
 
    Her mouth had opened and so she closed it, abruptly. She’d not seen a naked man, except at a distance… ever… and found it difficult to take her eyes off him or that rigid member that bobbed upright before him. If her nipples were beacons that was a… 
 
    Aghast, she shook her head. Stop. 
 
    John sloshed toward her, small bowl in hand. “Now, I get to wash you again.” 
 
    Why did that seem a threat? Because it was? 
 
    She pursed her mouth, dreading his hands on her, yet feeling her body stir with heat, a swirling, rising, heavenly heat. Her heart beat faster. Her lips seemed to swell, to become more obvious, as did that part of her at the apex of her thighs. Wherever he might easily touch became a target. 
 
    After stooping to fill the bowl, he lifted it. She screeched as water cascaded over her. Head lowered, she watched the water tumble over her breasts, sure that he too was watching. Po pressed her legs together. 
 
    As he massaged her hair and poured more water, her wet tresses fell across her face. 
 
    “You won’t be utterly clean, but clean enough to let you dress.” He paused, straddling the stream. His gaze ranged over all of her, slowly, then he resumed drowning her. “Luckily, this isn’t actually clay, or we’d be here a long time.” His voice was deep, calm, mellow. With every word he spoke, it seemed as if he caressed her. 
 
    His large hand swished in her sodden hair, then he rubbed her ears, her face, her neck, venturing over and beneath the curves of her breasts. 
 
    There, it was so potently sexual. 
 
    She wondered what he was thinking. 
 
    His finger circled her belly button and her wondering fell apart in the face of this intimate touch. 
 
    “I think we are done. You’re definitely less muddy. Except… what is down here?” His fingers trailed even lower. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and simply allowed him to do it. She would endure. 
 
    “Oh, you will not escape me so easily. Open your eyes. How can I humiliate you if you pretend I’m not here?” 
 
    When he grasped her jaw, fingers digging into her skin and bone, she glared. 
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    “Humiliate me? You are an oaf, a pervert, a vile vomiter of words I was taught never to say, and I do not trust you!” 
 
    “Then we are in a deadlock, for I do not trust you. Except there is one thing.” His open hand arrived on her upper thigh, his fingers splaying. 
 
    Her tongue tip slipped along the divide of her lips. 
 
    How close he was to where he must not go. 
 
    She met his eyes. It was as potent as a blow, seeing him looking back at her, with all her intimate secrets on display. Her throat closed in. She knew where this was going and feared it and wanted it, and her shivering was no longer simply from the cold. 
 
    She could not fend him off, and that too aroused her. 
 
    “Are you a bad princess?” he asked softly, eyelids lowering, his hand squeezing her thigh. Then he slipped his hand to where her legs squashed together. “Open yourself. Do I need to manhandle you? Or should that be princess-handle?” 
 
    He reached behind her, and she felt him gather her wet hair then twist it, until the sharpness of his hold pulled at her scalp and rendered her even less in control. He could do whatever he wished to. 
 
    “I know you like this. You say you do not lie. Then you should protest this. Tell me you hate it. Your very last chance.” 
 
    He kissed her then drew away, and she gasped, tried to shrug from the hold on her hair and could not budge. She stared at him, transfixed, fascinated by him as much as by herself. 
 
    He was right. She must… protest. 
 
    Yet, she could not keep herself from looking at his erect cock. It had veins and a cap on top, and it looked so undeniably odd yet enticing. What could that be like, inside her? 
 
    “Not talking?” 
 
    Almost, she spoke, mouth parting, but the words stuck far down in her throat when he shook her head with his fistful of hair. 
 
    “Look at you. Dumbstruck.” 
 
    Again she intended to speak, but he leaned in, whispering to her ear. 
 
    “I’m going to deflower you, Princess, while I have you like this. Tied, and with my rope marks showing on your tits.” 
 
    He kissed her, and she spluttered a wait, against his mouth quietly, and simply because she must, she must. 
 
    “Wait is not enough.” 
 
    His hand forced itself between her clamped thighs and found there, a fabled place only she had touched before. His fingers slid, slipped, circled the swelling nub above her cleft, before tracing along where her entrance lay, and her legs had opened without her saying to, and she was moaning into his kissing mouth, unsure whether to press herself against his fingers or go the other way. 
 
    “A princess should not,” she mumbled, not sure her words made sense. 
 
    “Perhaps, but you are.” He claimed her mouth, plundering it thoroughly, tongue slipping in, mouth angling and moving roughly on hers. Her head was pressed backward and onto where his fist clamped on her hair. “I like you like this—confused, wanting me.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “You do.” For the first time, he penetrated her below. His fingertip entered her, pushing in, taking, forcing aside her internal walls. She arched, just a little, feeling her flesh resist then spasm onto him. Her words were lost and fell away. “I will fuck you here, and you will beg me for more.” 
 
    “Bastard!” she managed to gasp, softly, ever so softly. 
 
    “You think? I’m fingerfucking your cunt, your highness. Not sure we can call you an expert on bastards.” 
 
    Incomprehensible. Her eyes shut. 
 
    His finger entered her, full depth, the entirety of it going up inside her, for she could feel his knuckles against her entrance. He pushed, withdrew, slid it back in, jammed it high, held it there. Then he released her hair and slid down her body, with his finger still embedded, and… 
 
    He began to lick at the juncture of her legs—where the narrow triangle of hair pointed. She knew where his tongue lapped, where his mouth sucked. At her aching clitoris. It was the font of womanhood, some said. 
 
    Pleasure blossomed, grew, a wildfire of possession. She shuddered, tensed, arms held at her back, struggling to understand. This was so good. 
 
    Her moans were small at first. 
 
    She wanted to grab his hair, to fasten him to her forever. She wanted all of this, this blissful sensation that threatened to overwhelm her. Sounds spluttered from her lips, unsolicited mumbles and whimpers. 
 
    When she sought balance and an anchor to hold, the fingers of her bound wrists found a rock behind her on the streambed. She gripped it hard and strained backward, spine arching, her neck muscles tight as the rope on her hands. Already she climbed heavenward. Her thighs were shaking, clamping onto his head. 
 
    “Oh. Oh god.” She bit back a cry, her eyes rolling up, blinding her as a rush of ecstasy flooded her, leaving her shaking and shaking. Her body no longer hers, she almost toppled into the stream until he caught her, held her halfway to the rocks. 
 
    “That was to show you who is master here. The next is to reinforce it.” His tone was intense, but she was preoccupied with panting, with grabbing the next life-giving breath, and with coming down from that orgasm. He carried her to where the clothes had been left and a blanket spread, and deposited her there, partly on her knees. 
 
    With her senses almost recovered, Po scrambled to gather her legs under her, sitting awry, then wriggling into a kneeling position. She watched him, unsure how far her world had been shifted by what he’d done. What she had done. 
 
    “You see…” From behind those black spectacles, he eyed her, smiling grimly. “You may command your realm, but I command your pleasure.” 
 
    That riled her. “I can do that myself,” she croaked, her panting finally subsiding. “I have.” 
 
    “It’s not the same though, is it?” he said quietly, and he took a step nearer, towering, and laced both his hands in her dripping hair. “Here, you are mine.” 
 
    “No. No.” She tried to shake her head and could not. She shivered at that. He had her spellbound, and it was both magical and terrible. 
 
    “If being mastered did not hold some strange allure for you, you would have told me no, before. You did not. I will have a true yes from your lips in the days to come, Princess. I will.” 
 
    Speechless, she wriggled as if to get away, and he scrunched his fingers together. Lust whispered in. 
 
    And she closed her eyes. 
 
    She did like this, far too much. Break free, her mind insisted. Break free. 
 
    “You will not get this from playing with yourself with your fingers.” 
 
    His cock was waving before her, she knew this, and she felt it brush her lips, heard him utter a strangled grunt. 
 
    “I ache to stick myself inside you, but not yet. A virgin should be broken in, carefully.” 
 
    Broken in. Even that made her heart race. What was wrong with her? She felt her way through her thoughts, understanding the why. It was because he was being both fearsome and careful. The two of those undid her. 
 
    She loved Xander. Was this not a disrespect of him? 
 
    “You cannot,” she said desperately. “Xander—” 
 
    “Xander wanted me to fuck you while he watched. He has a thing for that. Then we would both take you. He’d approve. He wanted to drag you down a level to the darkness once you were wed. This is where the fun stuff happens. And what a sight you are, lying there. Waiting for me.” 
 
    His fingers kneaded her hair a moment longer, then he twisted her about until she was face down on the blanket. Kept in place by male muscle and a determined man, she put her head to the side, frowning, wondering what he intended. A belt tinkled and he dragged it under her legs, buckled or tied it above her knees. 
 
    “I should’ve landed a few on this fine ass of yours, made you red.” John sighed, and his fingers trailed down her back, tickling her, until he took a handful of her rear. “Now, where to start?” 
 
    Pulling around her head, he showed her something furry like a fox tail, then he rotated the object until she saw the small cone-shaped object at the other end. 
 
    “The Kostans like to put these butt plugs in their slaves’ asses before they fuck them there. It stretches them, prepares them for cock.” 
 
    Her look of horror only made him chuckle. Though she rocked as if to rise, he easily caught her and held her down. He moved behind her and straddled her, folding her legs up so her knees were underneath her body. It made her ass stick out, as if she presented it to him to be… she bit her lip as she thought the word… Fucked. 
 
    She felt him slick the plug into the valley where her sex lay, moving from near her nether hole to her cunt, as he termed it—a disgusting word also, but she knew no better one. 
 
    He poised it as if thinking about which hole to enter, then wormed his other hand under her between her bent-up thighs. Again he found her nub. 
 
    The touch proved electrifying, she was still too sensitive, and she yelped. He kept at her anyway, more tentative at first, making her gasp, stirring the button to swell again, trickling in new pleasure. 
 
    Feeling that happen, Po held her breath—the blossoming near imperceptible. It wasn’t long before a craving arrived to writhe and make him shove his fingers deeper onto her, into her. She parted her thighs, but the belt stopped her at a half-inch of travel. 
 
    Bad, she was bad, allowing this. 
 
    And she never did this, twice, bringing herself to ecstasy again—had never wanted to, or thought it possible. 
 
    The wave of sensations pulsed and rose, thrilling her, making her nipples scrunch in. They brushed against the rough blanket as she moved. What would his mouth be like on her, there? 
 
    His finger pressed, circled, making her respond. Small noises broke from her mouth. Her breathing betrayed her, coming harder, faster, while he circled her clitoris, slowed, then circled it again, again, where it seemed the world had centered. So slow, so steady and teasing. 
 
    She ducked her head, whined, wriggled. 
 
    The plug cruised closer to that taboo hole. She roused herself and summoned a muffled protest. “Do not dare! I am royal and so you cannot violate me there!” 
 
    “Royal? I do not think that word means what you think it means. A lot of royals have had their asses fucked.” 
 
    Oh dear. 
 
    “But first, in here.” And at that, he wormed the thing at her cunt, while his fingers played her clit, and the entirety of her concentration focused on what he slowly screwed into her. With a small final shove, it was in, and he pumped it a few times, pulled it out, as yet another wave grabbed her and threw her nearer to orgasm. 
 
    Her clit throbbed, sent out mini orgasms that rocked her, but it was not enough, not yet. 
 
    Soon. She tensed, moaning, hands straining at the wrist ropes, as if she might break them. 
 
    Then… at last, he began to instead screw the plug into that taboo, inviolable place that royals liked being fucked in—her asshole. 
 
    She wasn’t sure whether to cry out or pull away until… 
 
    A climax rammed her into a second oblivion. In midst of it, he stuck the plug fully in. 
 
    She found herself on her side, again out of breath, again shuddering, only this time she had something foreign inside her. 
 
    “Pretty. Fuck.” John groaned then brought himself to his knees beside her head and he lowered himself with one hand beside her. Pulling her higher, putting her head across his lap, he prodded at her mouth with his cock. The hardness surprised her. 
 
    “Open your royal mouth and take this. Unless you’d rather it in your ass.” 
 
    Damn. So many curses rolled in, unsaid. Transfixed by his eyes, for the fire was revealed, the spectacles off, and undone by having two climaxes forced on her, she opened her mouth. 
 
    A thrill coursed downward to her cunt and livened her again. A shock to react so when he was—and she had to admit this word was powerful—fucking her mouth. 
 
    “Good girl. Good princess. Your tongue. These. God. Thank god for these.” He moved a hand to grab her breasts, fondle them. He leaned over her head, letting her slip to the rug while he plowed her harder. 
 
    She choked several times. 
 
    Spluttered. Drooled. Licked along the length of his cock. 
 
    So much indecorous activity. Her morality teacher would be appalled. 
 
    But the sight of him grimly doing this, seeing his pleasure rise with her mouth filling and refilling with his cock, being made yet again to do what a princess should not… it made her crave him, made her want this shameful act. 
 
    And all the while she could feel that plug in her rear hole. 
 
    She almost came when he did, from squeezing her thighs together over her aroused little clit. 
 
    “Fuck. I think my favorite so far is—” John gulped, smiling triumphantly, eyes flaring orange and red. “Is you under me with my come dripping from your mouth.” 
 
    He left his cock in her, twitching and pumping out more small squirts. Then he inhaled through his nose, studied her, and pulled out. He held her lips closed. He brought his face lower, until inches from her. “Swallow that, Princess, or you can ride with the plug in you today.” 
 
    Po thought for a second, a long what-am-I-doing second, then she swallowed. 
 
    She found herself unable to take her eyes off him until he ravaged her neck, then bit his way to her nipples and sucked on them. 
 
    Mouth open, she gloried in this. He kissed and lightly bit her thighs then reversed his path, returning for second helpings at her breasts. Gasping, she pushed them at his mouth, begging for more in the most primal way. The pleasure he drew from her, the savage beauty of seeing a man tasting her, using her for his mouth toy… 
 
    It was too late for shame. 
 
    Afterward, still naked but with her hands unbound, she followed him to the horses, stopping as he spoke to Ruth. Apparently, her clothes were either too dirty, cut up, or gone. She found her legs weak, and she swayed a little, and she didn’t exactly care how he found her clothes to wear. 
 
    Anything would do. 
 
    When they set off riding again, Po found herself resting her head against his chest more than she would’ve ever thought likely. She was sleepy, yet hungry. Exhausted really. If not for his arm about her waist she might have fallen. Ruth had given her some clothes—the woman had a supply of erotically charged clothing. So instead of decent riding gear, she wore an embroidered red bustier with a tinkling fringe of chain beneath the breast-line, revealing far too much cleavage, as well as matching skin-hugging leggings, her boots, and a long fur-lined coat, with a split up the back.  
 
    It kept her warm, and that was enough, for now. 
 
    “You know I could ride the mare now. This is not my kingdom.” 
 
    “Later. Maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    She shifted her head on John’s shirt. “How did your eyes turn to fire?” 
 
    “Did I not say?” His voice came to her ear, soft and rough. She decided she liked the smell of him, which was crazy considering what he’d done. 
 
    “You said you’d been to Hell? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why? How did you get out?” Listening to the tale would pass the time. Also the more she knew the better. 
 
    “I killed a lot of demons.” 
 
    “How did you do that? What do demons look like?” 
 
    “I… you know, I can’t remember. It’s gone. I just know I did.” He was silent for a while and she guessed he was thinking. “I guess that’s to be expected. I can kill anything if I have the right weapons. I’ve regretted it…” He cleared his throat, shifted his body. “The Storyteller put me in Hell, so I couldn’t stop him taking Xander.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” she murmured. “You said he took away your heart?” Which was plainly weird and surely impossible? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But I can still hear it, here, inside you, beneath my ear.” 
 
    She could, though it seemed a muffled lub-dub compared to what she remembered a heart should sound like. Her father’s had been the last heart she had listened to like this, and that was long ago when she was a child. Perhaps she remembered poorly? 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    Po shrugged. “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    He remained silent. 
 
    They had come to a rough surface where a small avalanche had recently passed, and the horse needed more guidance, so maybe it was because of that? 
 
    She didn’t feel the need to speak again, even when Ruth did later to suggest they stop soon to make camp. Her eyelids drifted lower. It was comforting, warm, even nice, rocking in John’s arms. She should, and she mentally tsked at herself, be absolutely livid at the man. 
 
    Her royal vengeance could wait. It was late, and she was so very tired, which might be due to all the orgasms. 
 
    Po yawned. 
 
    This had definitely been the oddest day ever. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Xander bucked against the hands pressing him down, the many hands of the Storyteller’s soldiers. One of them tilted a cup at his mouth and pinched his nose until, choking and spluttering, he swallowed the vile brown liquid. Then they held him to the mattress inside the coffin, watching as he drifted toward sleep. 
 
    “Wait,” he croaked, searching, fingers fumbling, until he found the heart locket she had given him—his Princess Pollianna. His chest felt heavy and foreign, as if it belonged to another man. He wrapped his fist over the precious object that was more than jewelry—it was all he possessed of her. 
 
    The metal heart felt cold, but perhaps that was him. 
 
    His lips were going numb, and he licked at them. 
 
    Though he blinked and struggled to shake off the effects of the drug, he could not succeed. He had tried many other times. 
 
    He didn’t know... 
 
    Didn’t know where they were going. 
 
    When they’d get there. Anything. 
 
    The face of the Storyteller loomed above, and still the others’ hands were on him. 
 
    “Go to sleep. We have far to go.” 
 
    “Where?” Xander mumbled. 
 
    “Elsewhere, where they pay me well to take you to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know this.” 
 
    He did not. The Storyteller turned, his long, lined face and straggly blond hair drifting out of focus. 
 
    Now his fingers and toes went numb. They let him out to eat and stretch, so he wouldn’t die, he guessed. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Anger bloomed on the Storyteller’s face. “You are persistent. The question should be, why are you in here instead of riding with us? The answer is because you don’t hear my truths.” 
 
    The world swam. His hand fell from the locket, and a tear of remorse and perhaps ire dribbled down the side of his face. 
 
    “Tell me why you lie.” You asshole. Tell me why. 
 
    “I tell no lies, I tell stories. I spread great, infectious illusions.” His arms spread wide, raven-like, and shadows multiplied. “Your brother was given one. He believes he has been thrown into Hell.” 
 
    The smile lingered above. Teeth and red lips. 
 
    “No.” It was the most infinitesimal whisper. “No.” 
 
    The world blurred as the glass-and-timber coffin lid lowered. 
 
    At the boom of the lid shutting, his eyes also shut. 
 
    The lights went out. 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated] white fur pricked up at the top, about where Po guessed he had ears. He stiffened in her hands and leaped from the mare, galloping off into the corrugated landscape of dirt, rocks, pieces of faded pink linen on poles, and scraggly trees. The kicked-up dust remained, a faint trail in the still air. 
 
    A day ago they’d left the shadow of the mountain, and John was no longer sure they were following the Storyteller’s route. If Ruff had been following him by scent, that scent had decayed. The critter had been looking unhappy and sniffing at the air in all directions. 
 
    At times, Po carried him before her, on Pearbottom’s saddle—for John had relented and was letting her ride by herself, though at first he’d retained a lead rein connecting the two horses. Pearbottom was the name she’d settled on for this placid horse with the large rump, and a day of negotiating terrible terrain had been exhausting. 
 
    It was why, she assumed, John had left her alone. She’d thought he would drag her into his sleeping roll, but he had not. To her chagrin, she’d almost wanted him to. Until her morals coughed and pointed out that was not princess-like. 
 
    She raised herself in the stirrups to peer after Ruff. He had vanished. 
 
    “I do hope he’s okay.” 
 
    “Oh, he will be.” Ruth paused beside the mare to also peer outward. “He’s a floof machine, and those are tough.” 
 
    “That is a breed?” she asked. “Of something?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ruth swung and bestowed a smile. “It’s a breed of rabbit. They are one-owner-only types. Fiercely loyal. I’d say he likes you, but something is pulling him onward.” 
 
    “He seeks this Storyteller, John thinks.” 
 
    “Hmmm. A kidnapper isn’t the sort a floof bonds with. Perhaps he killed Ruff’s owner?” 
 
    “Oh?” She followed the logic and ran into a wall. “Then why does he chase him?” 
 
    “To gnaw out his throat? Nibble on his heart? Use his entrails for a burrow? Never annoy a floof Machine. They are ornery. They are teeth, fur, and attitude.” 
 
    Po’s eyebrows were still up in an expression of extreme astonishment, when a cry of what sounded like joy climbed into the dry, blue sky. 
 
    “Yesss! Yes, yes, yes! I have it!” 
 
    Along with Ruth and then John, who pulled Rocky’s head around, she scanned the horizon. 
 
    Ahead the countryside was undulating, with added rocks and mounds. Some combination of dryness, temperature, and poorness of the soil had created a land where no one bothered to farm or to graze livestock. 
 
    Fifty yards away, a dirty, pink parasol popped up, like a flower blooming out of season, or a surreal eruption. 
 
    A startling development, Po decided. 
 
    What did yelling and Ruff running off have to do with a pink parasol? 
 
    The parasol began to journey toward them, bobbing and swaying, then a large, scarred man appeared beneath it. She lowered herself to the saddle again, gathering the reins. Was this something to worry about? 
 
    Ruff was running at his heels, or was it her heels? 
 
    No, it was too craggy and well-muscled to be a woman, though she couldn’t figure out what she was seeing until he surged from the thin line of grass, spilling onto the road and staggering as if he’d missed his footing—not surprising, that. The road had more holes than road. 
 
    He was tall, though a couple of heads shorter than Ruth. Not a giant, not as broad as her either, but a big man. 
 
    His face slipped into a stunned sort of frozen state, as if he’d not realized they were watching, and the man looked from John to Ruth to Po. 
 
    “Greetings!” he exclaimed. “I haven’t seen anyone for a week.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what he was, due to the right half of him being made of something resembling metal, except that his face still moved when he spoke. From the long sleeves of his faded shirt, one arm emerged as a fleshy hand, the other was dull metal and it clasped the parasol’s handle. His metal half-mouth, cheeks, and eyebrows moved. 
 
    If his right leg were metal, she couldn’t tell, due the boots and the pair of brown pants concealing them. 
 
    Po kept cataloguing. 
 
    One fleshy normal eye. Brown iris, staring at her. 
 
    One metal socket gleaming, empty and eerie. 
 
    From beneath his beaten straw hat ventured half a head of tangled russet hair. 
 
    Where hers was scarlet, his qualified as rust-brown, and it flopped about like dead tentacles. 
 
    What are you, was the question on her tongue. It would be rude to say that, so she stayed silent. 
 
    “What in the name of several Hells are you?” John drawled, leaning forward in the saddle. “And why’d you scream?” 
 
    Ignoring John, Ruth inclined her head at the half-metal man. “My name is Ruth, good sir, I am a dwarf giant and banished from my tribe, as I suspect you must be also. You are a cyclan warrior? Perhaps we can exchange stories as we sit and eat a snack with you?” 
 
    “I am that, yes. I’m called Shades,” he said slowly. “That is quite a kind invitation. To answer you, sir.” He nodded to John. “I found my eye today, after searching the battlefield where I lost it for two years. Today is a day to celebrate. I am indeed a cyclan warrior. Or I should say, ex-cyclan. I’m a peaceful man, I promise you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Then, I guess we can sit with you.” John swung a leg over the saddle and slid to the ground. “I think we’re all ready to rest awhile.” He skewered Po with a glance. “Dismount.” 
 
    Absentmindedly Po nodded, being occupied by both this new person and Ruth. 
 
    Ruth was a puzzle. Where had she come from? How strange and awful to be rejected by your people. Although she had undoubtedly supplied John with things that her innocent princess brain had been horrified by, she did not seem unkindly. 
 
    Po slipped from Pearbottom and left the horse free to graze. 
 
    The mountainous Ruth sauntered at her side as they made their way to a clearing where a handcart waited for Shades—he went to it and pulled a pack from the depths. A few trees straggled their leafless boughs over the boundaries, and an old firepit simmered with smoke. 
 
    “Do you know everything?” she said quietly to Ruth, who looked down at her. 
 
    “Enough. I have been traveling for a long time.” Her brow crinkled, folding into the places on it that showed the marks of age, or lots of frowning. 
 
    “Your people rejected you? That is awful.” 
 
    “It was. I grew too large and frightened them, I think. I was a strange thing. I began as a regular dwarf child and then, as you can see, I kept going when I should have stopped.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Yes.” Po brushed off dust then sat on a smooth rock. “That’s an error a lot of people make—keeping going when they should stop. But your cause is genetic, and not your fault.” 
 
    She shrugged. “To them it made no difference, and it has taught me to be tolerant to others. It also gave me strength and that has given me the freedom to go where I wish to go. I am… moderately happy.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I like to help people find themselves, and like this—big, strong…” She gestured at her body. “I can do it a lot.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    In some ways, she envied Ruth. In her, she saw a freedom she could never attain. What king or queen could roam the country helping people? Their realm would fall apart, or they would be deposed, or assassinated, both probably, with great helpings of people fighting and dying. They would no longer be rulers. 
 
    “I like you,” she told Ruth, nodding, because it seemed as if she had never told enough people that, and Ruth might appreciate it. And this, speaking her mind, was a freedom she did not often have. 
 
    “Thank you, Po. We should start a fire and help with the food.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes.” 
 
    Making things happen, like fires, was a new thing. Many things were new, including naked men and sex. Now and then, she looked at John from the corner of her eye. 
 
    After sharing the food, although there was only toasted cheesy bread and apples, Shades decided to show them what he had found. His eye lay on his palm, rolling as his hand moved. This globe of glassy metal was fitted with trails of wires at the back that bore tiny end pieces. Those were meant to plug onto parts of him inside his eye socket. 
 
    That seemed… gruesome? 
 
    “I lost it in a battle of which the remains are strewn before us. The pink banners still standing, those were once red and held the numbers of our squadrons.” He waved at their surroundings. “The mounds there are the hastily buried dead. If you step without looking, you can still find a spearhead or a helmet with your foot. Many died that day, among them my entire section. I deserted after the slaughter. I hid. I was wounded, but some townsfolk took pity on me and nursed me to health. Since my army retreated to my homeland, Socor, I don’t think my desertion will ever be punished.” 
 
    “Why were you here?” John asked, standing and stretching. “To conquer Kostan?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. I marched here. I lost my comrades. Nobody told us the whys. We were fighters. Our commander said it was a grand endeavor—they always are. We fought wherever, whenever, we were told to.” 
 
    “That is harsh,” Po said. “If there were a war, every soldier of Bitzocoin would know the cause.” 
 
    “Different peoples.” He shrugged. “Different rules. But I like yours better. After two years of searching, having found what I sought, I must admit I feel lost, purposeless.” 
 
    “May I see?” She indicated the eye. The outside was silvery except where it was glassy blue at the front. When she peered closely, deep inside the translucent blue she could see concentric circles with marked gradations. One of her princess lessons had been the study of clocks, and this looked as delicate as a piece of clockwork.  
 
    Her tutors aimed to educate her in a wide range of subjects, so she could rule with wisdom. Most of which, like algebra, she thought she would never use. Clocks had been quite fun, in comparison to math, autopsies, and string theory. 
 
    “I have searched two years for this.” He closed his fingers over the eye. “Dug for it. Sweated. Unearthed bodies, bones. Said prayers over a few I recognized, in the early days. I am not sure I can do this.” 
 
    “I understand.” Po withdrew her hand. “How do you reattach it?” 
 
    “That is the difficult part. Our cyclan mechanics are not here.” Shades smiled grimly. “It would be good to see with two eyes again, and this one is my special eye.” He flicked then blew some soil from it. “Shiny, after all the years. I hope it still functions.” 
 
    “A clockmaker might manage to attach it?” 
 
    “Yes. I have the right tools, having planned for this day, but will have to seek one out.” 
 
    “Then I can do it, with good lighting and those tools.” 
 
    Taken aback, Shade pulled away then looked to John and Ruth. “Is this true? Could she? There is no clockmaker in town.” 
 
    John sucked on the side of his lip. “If she says she can, I guess she can. I would believe her. She only lies to me.” 
 
    Po scoffed. Insufferable man. 
 
    Once again, he had swung from gracious to infuriating. 
 
    “I must think on this.” Shades rose. 
 
    “Could you show me the battlefield?” Ruth asked. She’d taken off and set aside her folded-up shop cross rucksack. 
 
    “That would please me. I may not return here again but the memories will always be with me. I would enjoy showing you my past.” 
 
    “You said you feel lost? Why is that? If you wish to talk of it?” 
 
    They walked away, conversing, as if they’d been companions for ages. 
 
    Po watched them and took sips of water from her cup, while they wandered the nearby fields. Ruth was doing more learning and more helping. 
 
    Learning was one of her favorites too. 
 
    “I am glad you are ignoring me,” she addressed John. That wasn’t quite a lie—she had reasons. “Though I’m unsure why.” 
 
    He’d sat again, with his elbow resting on his knee, and he too watched the other pair. From the heavy ache of her muscles, she guessed John must be tired. Even the horses had been trudging, heads and ears lowered. Across the other side of the clearing, they were cropping from the sparse tufts of grass dotting the clearing. 
 
    They would need water soon, and better food, and their saddles off, so they could stretch and have some respite. 
 
    It was something she’d learned—how to judge the condition of a horse you rode. Before, people had judged this for her. 
 
    The ache in her muscles was a nice ache. 
 
    The food was beyond awful but kept hunger at bay. 
 
    She slid her tongue across her dry, peeling lips, and eyed John again, feeling a familiar shiver and peaking of her nipples, as if the fire in his eyes had licked at her there. How well she recalled the achingly slow movement of his tongue on her. The tug of his teeth at her skin. 
 
    Asshole. She smiled to herself as she thought the profanity. 
 
    He was handsome, if utterly lacking in standards. The fire eyes beneath the black glass and his dominating arrogance would always be a source of awe and desire for her. It was another surprising thing she’d learned. 
 
    “Don’t think I’m less determined, Princess. I’m just thinking, same as Shades.” 
 
    “You are?” she swung her focus to him, then spotted Ruff bounding up, so she reached for the saddlebag near her feet. Though meant for the horses, there should be carrots inside the bag. 
 
    A floof machine would like those. In a brown paper bag, she found several carrots, chose a fat orange one and held it out. 
 
    “Here. I am sure you earned it.” 
 
    Ruff sniffed the carrot, dragged it from her hand with those fluff-hidden teeth, then proceeded to munch down. 
 
    The noises of a floof eating were adorable. 
 
    When Ruth and Shades returned, Ruth placed a hand on his shoulder and nudged him forward. “Shades says he saw your friend go by, with that tall guy, the Storyteller.”  
 
    “Er, yeah, I did. I have thought. If the miss here—” 
 
    “Po,” she said, and she had almost said ‘Princess Pollianna’ but that might not be wise. 
 
    “And I’m John. We neglected to introduce ourselves.” 
 
    “Po. John. Sorry. Nice to meet you.” He smiled and nodded. “If Po can get my eye in and working, tomorrow morning, I will guide you all.” He surveyed them. “I know where they’re going, if not the route. The soldiers are ones I recognize.” 
 
    “Where?” John asked, in a grumbly, low-word-count manner. Sometimes, like now, he was a clam personified. 
 
    “I’ll say when this is better.” Shades tapped his socket. 
 
    “Hmmm. Fixing your eye is one thing, having you join us is another.” 
 
    “He’s trustworthy,” Ruth said. 
 
    “I barely know you either, Ruth. Grateful for your help, but I need more from Shades.” 
 
    “Of course.” She backed off a step and folded her hands together. Her patience seemed to calm the situation, although John had risen to his feet and was eyeing Shades. 
 
    “You can still fight? Will you help fight if I need you to? This could be dangerous, and I don’t want freeloaders or cowards or whatever you may be.” 
 
    He hadn’t told Shades she was a princess, and that was safer than broadcasting it to everyone. Po wondered if Ruth had said anything about her to this ex-cyclan warrior. 
 
    “I can fight, though my weapons are long gone. I could use a knife or a sword. The engineered half of me is strong, swift, and my eye, if it works, can see a very long way. I also have GPS up here.” He tapped his head. 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “I forget the exact abbreviation.” He scratched his chin. “No, it is gone. Let’s name this a Glorious Pathway Sensing. It means I don’t need maps to find my way.” 
 
    “Well.” His eyebrows shot up, sank. “I guess that will help. You can join our band of merry...” John looked at the three of them. “A dwarf-giant therapist, a pampered…girl.” He sighed. “Maybe we aren’t that attractive. If you want adventure, we have it nailed. Pay? If you want pay, that’s going to have to wait until we catch my brother’s kidnappers. Glory, however, is totally off the table.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of glory—it goes hand in hand with death. Rescuing your brother from kidnappers appeals to me. I have been too long without a cause. A man needs a cause or he rots away. There is a stream we can get to before dark. We can camp there, have a proper meal. I’ll wash the eye up better than this. And once my eye is in…” He nodded to himself, as if imagining it. “Then we can move out.” 
 
    “Okay. You’ll fix this, Po.” 
 
    She eyed John. “Yes. I will.” Because she wanted to. 
 
    They moved to the stream, and Shades assured them the next town was a half a day beyond, along the road. In the morning, she would see if her skills with clocks could be applied to his eye. It seemed likely. This was why she had been crammed full of knowledge. 
 
    If a man needed a purpose then so did a princess. Po was strangely happier than she had ever been in her busy, over-scheduled, protected, and yes, pampered, life. Her heart was happy. 
 
    The fire crackled low, and everyone went about their small tasks, cooking, eating, cleaning of metal eyes. Ruth came to her where she sat atop her roll of sleeping linen and gave her a book. 
 
    “It is a diary for you. To take notes of our journey.” 
 
    “Oh! Thank you.” 
 
    “There is a pencil inside the spine.” Ruth clicked her tongue. “I thought you would appreciate it.” 
 
    “Yes. I do.” She clasped Ruth’s giant hand and shook it, marveling at the heat in her fingers.  
 
    Sucking on her lower lip, with the diary clasped to her chest, she considered how lovely this was as Ruth moved away to sit and talk again with Shades. 
 
    Life was in disarray, and the prospect of writing the adventure down, yes, it filled her with excitement. In the last of the light, she wrote a few words, then closed the diary and slid it into the small bag John had given her. 
 
    John, the man who had happily sexually violated her but now did nothing more than watch every move she made—as if she held some secret he wanted but did not dare ask for? Or was he merely suspicious, thinking she might escape? 
 
    Then again, he hadn’t even roped her wrist. 
 
    After she slipped into the bedding, with a wad of clothes for a pillow, Po felt her wrist. She remembered the rope on her, tightening. Smiling, she shut her eyes and fell into some very odd dreams, none of which she could quite remember when she woke. 
 
    Morning, with the cold of the earth numbing her bones and flesh. 
 
    Bit by bit, Po unpacked herself from her roll of bedding. She rubbed her hip, combed a mess of hair from her eyes. Sleeping on the ground would make anyone feel a hundred years older. 
 
    Soon after, still yawning she stumbled to where the others had gathered beside the fire. 
 
    There was breakfast in the offing, for Shades was frying bacon, eggs, and tomatoes in a pan. With lard, she was told. She wasn’t sure what lard was, but it smelled delicious. 
 
    She leaned in and inhaled again. 
 
    “Oh, this is marvelous. The one thing I really miss is having a chef prepare my meals.” 
 
    Silence sneaked in. 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    “Here. Dig in.” Shades handed her a filled plate. 
 
    Of course. She looked down at the plate. This was what they always ate. Only John was likely to have ever eaten chef-prepared meals. 
 
    Had she insulted them? 
 
    Shades shot her a curious look, and John shook his head, but no one admonished her. 
 
    With the well-heaped plate, she sat with them on a large log, picked up her one utensil, a fork with bent tines. She rotated it. 
 
    Clean, at least. 
 
    Not silver but did that actually make the food taste different? No. Po tucked in, and took a mouthful, chewing with her eyes half-closed. Heavenly. She was dreadfully hungry. Swallowing it, feeling her stomach fill as she ate more, was a mixture of amazing and awesome. 
 
    She leaned forward and looked past Ruth at Shades. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” He smiled at her, his half-metal mouth inclining upward, and she met his eyes and smiled back. 
 
    This too felt good, her chest was gooey with warmth, same as yesterday. Was this what friendship felt like, when there were no politics, trade, money, or expectation of influence involved? 
 
    Though little more was said, already this was… comfortable. 
 
    As she ate the food with some rather stale bread, birds twittered in the trees, hopping about swearing at each other in bird language, or swiveling upside-down to nibble on some yellow flowers. Ruth’s blue birds joined them, adding to the noise. 
 
    While Ruth and John collected the dishes and set off to the stream, Shades unpacked something from his handcart, then walked to her. In his hand was a roll of cloth tied with a brown cord. Sunlight bathed a nearby log with brightness, and he beckoned her there and sat. 
 
    “Here is my eye.” It lay on his uncurled palm. With the other hand, he offered Po the roll of cloth. “This is the tool kit. There are small screwdrivers, hammers, tweezers, rods, spare screws, connectors, as well as a magnifying monocle. The eye is robust, so I have hopes.” 
 
    “Okay.” She looked about. “You should sit on the ground so I can see into the socket. Lean your head back, if you can?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sat, leaned his back against the log. “Say when you want me to tilt my head.” 
 
    She laid the roll of tools atop a clean shirt, drew a deep breath to steady herself, and she set to work. 
 
    As she worked, she recognized this as a pivotal moment for her. She had never before helped anyone for such selfless reasons. Her ministers would be appalled. 
 
    She thought back over the last few days of grit and grime, and the somewhat filthy sex, even if John had not technically deflowered her. That required penis-in-vagina intercourse. Her biology lessons had their uses. She found herself smiling. 
 
    Yesterday it had felt good to be tired. Today she was happy to be full of cheap but tasty food, to have the diary to write in—a present given her by the largest person she’d yet met. She was happy also to be with others who were working toward a goal that was not merely in coin. Even Shades had no definite reward in sight. It was a maybe, when they rescued Xander. 
 
    This was ordinary life, with unusual people, and it had great merit. 
 
    Her mind shifted gears. 
 
    Though, actually, gears were pretty simple at the time and made of timber unless they were inside clocks, or a cyclan warrior. 
 
    Life now had something more undefinable, whereas before it had been defined down to the last minute of every day. Defined by rules and lines, no-go zones, schedules, and manners. 
 
    That was safer, but here, she had adrenaline. 
 
    Adrenalin hadn’t been invented yet, but Po could sense it even so. 
 
    That very second was when it truly began, when Po began to love ordinary adventure and the dirt, the grit, the mess of life beyond the palace. 
 
    With skill and much sticking out of tongue tip to the side of her mouth, with a lot of frowning and squinting, she screwed, clicked, jiggled, and slid his eye into place, all connected as it should be. 
 
    Then she sat back and wondered if she’d done something wrong. 
 
    Shades sat forward, blinked. 
 
    “Should it light up or something?” she said. 
 
    Then… it swiveled. The blue iris glowed with a blue she had only seen once before when an iris of extraordinary purity grew in the palace gardens. 
 
    “So pretty!” She clapped her hands. “Can you see?” 
 
    He climbed to his feet and slowly turned in a circle, then looked down and stared at his palm. 
 
    Was that whirring noise coming from his eye? 
 
    “I can. Perfectly.” He opened his arms. “Thank you.” 
 
    Tears wet his eyes. 
 
    She looked at him, puzzled. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Hugging is a little…” Shades wiped his organic hand on his shirt and offered it to her. “I can never repay you.” 
 
    She shook his hand. “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    And it was, strangely. Her heart was glowing with so much warmth she could surely heat a room with it. 
 
    With that accomplished and congratulations from the others, as well as a few slaps on the back—Ruth gave him the hug Po had missed giving, due to being puzzled—they packed up and set off on the road to town. 
 
    Po sneaked Pearbottom up beside Rocky and cleared her throat. They were barely trotting. Dragonflies floated across the tops of some seeding grass beside the road. The wind was cool but not too much so. It seemed a good time for her announcement. 
 
    John turned his head, eying her as if annoyed, and she hadn’t yet said anything. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’ve decided we must come to an agreement. I have been thinking. I am, now, all in favor of this search. We,” she gestured at their little group, “are of one mind. However, I owe you the reason for my previous reticence.” Po took a steadying breath. “It was due to a private vow I exchanged with Xander. I promised him I’d never put myself in danger if an enemy threatened him, not until after we wed.” 
 
    “You did? Huh.” He sniffed long and hard, then drew Rocky to a halt, hitched a thumb in his weapon belt. Ruth walked by with Shades and he waited for them to get ahead before he spoke again. “True love should mean you never stop, never give up, no matter the vows.” 
 
    Well! Even when she had a kingdom to also care for? 
 
    Not that she would be greatly missed except for as a figurehead. The stock market might, but not her advisors and ministers. They would appoint a team to find her, rearrange the hierarchy—temporarily—and move on with business. The kingdom would survive without a ruler as long as a new one was appointed, eventually.  
 
    How long was that? She wasn’t certain. They’d have to decide she was dead or permanently missing? But, back to current affairs. Here. Now. 
 
    Po fumbled for all the details of the little speech she had decided to make and found them scattered by his infuriating, incompetent… 
 
    Gah! 
 
    “You’re an expert on true love, are you?” She doubted he had much experience. She beamed a glare at him, maximum intensity, hot enough to melt steel, if lasers had existed. Which they didn’t. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Now who was lying? 
 
    “In view of this, there will be no more sex.” His face went odd as she said that, but she continued. “And I get to be in equal command of this expedition.” 
 
    He laughed. “No.” 
 
    “What?” She drew herself straighter in the saddle. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Po fumbled. “No? To which part?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “Why? This is not negotiating. One does not merely say no to a princess!” She’d hissed the last word. Po calmed herself. “You’re supposed to make offers and counteroffers, and so on. That is how it’s done.” 
 
    “Counteroffers? About what you said?” 
 
    She had said sex. Po felt her face heat. She’d walked into that. Her subconscious needed birching. And that thought, and the image it conjured, only made her blush harder. 
 
    “Why? Because I can.” Then he pulled off his glove and reached across and gave Pearbottom a tap with it. 
 
    The horse sped up. 
 
    Po fumed and turned to snap out, “Then why are you being such an asshole?” 
 
    “Because I can.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    Damn him. 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated] had barely been following Po another minute down the road when he spurred Rocky to ride up level with her again. His mind was unhappy. He wasn’t exactly sure why it was unhappy or why he was going to her, until he was almost there. 
 
    She was maddening, female, and arrogant… all the things he supposed he was, minus the gender. The gender was partly why he was in a quandary. He was going to apologize, and he wasn’t sure that was a manly thing to do. He was going to be honest, and that definitely was not his usual. His world ran on lies. 
 
    Once he’d halted Rocky before her, and she’d drawn Pearbottom to a stop, he opened his mouth to say the words he hadn’t known if he could say. 
 
    “I apologize.” 
 
    “For what exactly?” With her lip curled, she ran a stern gaze down him then up again. 
 
    There it was, The Snooty Princess, again. It was almost enough to make him drag her over to his saddle and spank her. 
 
    “Some of what I said. Being an asshole. For what I said about true love. I’m not an expert. In that you are right.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. Then thank you.” 
 
    He adjusted his position. “You’re still not in charge.” Then he turned the horse around and let her get ahead again. That would do for now. It settled the turmoil enough so that he could think instead of being morose. 
 
    Being behind her also let him study her cute ass. 
 
    Over the past two days, two measly days, he’d watched her become less of a princess and more of a human. Before this, he’d dismissed her talk of love, had barely thought her a worthy person. She was a bargaining chip, and he was far too absorbed in his mission. 
 
    His eyes had opened. Two days, and even if she’d clearly enjoyed what he’d done to her—tied her up, made her come, and stuck things in her... like his fingers and the fox-tail plug. Thoughts stalled as those memories awakened in vivid color. Even so… 
 
    John shifted to ease a sudden large throb in his pants. 
 
    Was this who he wanted to be to her? 
 
    She was a person, though he still wanted to screw her over the nearest boulder. 
 
    With all of that flooding his mind, Fate had stepped in, as if to confuse him more. 
 
    The signs were potent: the arrival of Ruth then Shades, both with their unique skills and talents; the finding of the lost eyeball; and Ruff could be included too. He was the oddest bunny ever. 
 
    Lastly, Po fit in. Watching her stick that eyeball into Shades had turned his stomach. Eyeballs, unnatural or not, were icky things. 
 
    John Wickerman, Princess Po, Ruth the dwarf-giant, Ruff the floof machine, and Shades, ex-cyclan warrior. 
 
    They were a definite band of ragtag travelers drawn by a common cause to defeat evil. 
 
    Goddamned Fate. 
 
    You didn’t rock Fate, not unless you wanted Fate to kick you in the balls. 
 
    Where did he and Po stand in all this? Not in bed with each other. Not yet. That seemed wrong, apart from the metaphor being warped because standing on a bed would be awkward. He needed to get Xander back, then they needed to sit down and figure this out. 
 
    In the meantime, be less of an asshole. If he wanted to get a seat at that discussion. 
 
    When they reached the outcrop overlooking the town of Fodann, Rocky was lame. 
 
    The rest of the road meandered down a slope then past livestock yards milling with black-and-white sheep. After the yards, the road headed straight to the town. There was an outer wall of stone and a wide, guarded gateway. The battle, two years ago, must have saved the town from being pillaged. 
 
    Shades had been lucky the townsfolk hadn’t killed him. Perhaps the Kostanians weren’t as bloodthirsty as he’d heard? 
 
    He waited for Shades and Ruth to catch up. 
 
    From here he could see over the town’s walls to where a patchwork quilt of multi-colored roofs spread out. The town had grown to these few thousand houses over hundreds of years, Shades had said. On a few larger houses the roofs were of shale, but most looked to be thatched or covered with timber, with the cracks between stuffed with grass to stop the wind getting in. 
 
    It was neither a big nor a rich town. 
 
    Po was with him, though she’d dismounted to stare at Rocky’s poor hoof, as she called it. 
 
    The haughty princess had a liking for animals. John leaned over to watch her gently trace her hand down the horse’s foreleg before she urged him to lift it. When Rocky bared his teeth and nudged her, she tsked and backed away. 
 
    “Shades.” He beckoned as the pair walked up, then rested his hand on the saddle pommel. “Does Fodann have a blacksmith or a horse doctor?” 
 
    “A blacksmith, yes.” Shades was tall enough to look John in the eye. 
 
    This was another person taller than him. The parasol he held removed some of the impressiveness of his height. If they needed to hide from the Storyteller, Ruth and Shades would be hindrances. On the other hand, squashing enemies would be far simpler. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Your horse has problems? Rest might fix it.” 
 
    “Maybe.” John dismounted. He tugged on the reins to get Rocky moving. “I don’t have time to wait. I’ll get some advice.” 
 
    He led the horse down the road, with Po astride Pearbottom and ambling at his shoulder. “Po, you’ll come with me to this blacksmith. Ruth, I’ll give you some coin for supplies. You and Shades, can meet us at the smithy at midday?” 
 
    He was putting a lot of trust in Ruth, but it was worth the risk and he doubted she’d let him down. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They discussed details as they walked. Looking for signs as to where the Storyteller had gone was also wise. Shades knew the town and they parted at the gates, after John received directions to the blacksmith. 
 
    As was expected of such a man practicing this trade, the blacksmith was well-muscled and dressed in leather to protect him from the sparks flying as he pounded red-hot metal on the anvil. While he examined Rocky’s lame leg sweat poured off him, making him gleam. 
 
    The man had been gruff and rude. 
 
    John engaged in his usual counting to one hundred, to stave off the killing instinct. It hit him harder with some, and this bald fellow had aggression rolling off him. 
 
    “Will need to re-shoe him.” He wiped his fist across his nose, snorted, and blew snot to the side that flew across the packed-dirt yard. “You mustn’t ride the beast for three or four days, then ease him into it again.” 
 
    Po had visibly flinched at the flying snot, but she stayed silent. 
 
    “When can you do it and how much?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” But his small eyes checked John over. “Fifty silver.” 
 
    “Today. Now, and twenty.” 
 
    The blacksmith scoffed. “Fifty and in an hour. I have other work.” He waved at the forge that roared behind him. Embers glowed, ardent red. A bar of metal did lie unattended on the anvil, as if about to be turned into something useful. 
 
    Ruff glide-hopped about the yard, and a tan hound sprawled beside the entry, lifted the fold of skin above one eye, lazily watching this foreign animal. 
 
    They bargained awhile until they reached a price better suited to John’s needs—an hour’s time and thirty-five. 
 
    “Is that good?” Po inquired, when they’d left to find a bathing house and laundry. 
 
    “It’s good. I don’t know what we’ll do, though. I may have to find another horse.” 
 
    “You cannot leave Rocky with a stranger!” 
 
    He grunted. “I don’t want to either. Though he hasn’t been my horse for long.” 
 
    “That does not matter!” 
 
    He didn’t add that it would be difficult and expensive to trade him for another good mount. Po seemed to become attached to every creature whose path coincided with theirs. 
 
    He prayed they wouldn’t get adopted by an unusually large spider, a manticore or a dragon. Those would be awkward companions. 
 
    By midday it was done, Rocky was re-shoed, and they met Ruth and Shades outside the blacksmith. 
 
    At first, the conversation went back and forth like a game of tennis on Lord Wabberley’s court. 
 
    “I have a present for you, since you’ve aided me.” Shades handed John a cloth-wrapped parcel. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Two wheel-lock revolving pistols bought with battle salvage.” 
 
    “Wheel lock?” 
 
    “Latest thing. Five shots in each that fire off quicker than a woodpecker pecking, though reloading takes forever.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you.” 
 
    He unwrapped them. The guns were plain gunmetal-gray with a little engraving, a wooden stock, and a revolving fat middle. He’d never owned a gun, let alone two. “Thank you.” He raised one, aimed it at the sky and squinted past the lopsided hammer at a circling bird—not one of Ruth’s two. “I’ll try to kill some villains for you.” 
 
    Shades laughed. “Yes. I have holsters for them also. How is the horse?” 
 
    Thumbs tucked into her wide, black belt, and hip cocked, Po answered. “He is lame. The smith re-shoed him but we are not to ride or stress Rocky for four days.” 
 
    Though distracted by the legs below that belt, John coughed. “Three or four.” 
 
    “Yes.” She frowned at him. “Four, I feel is best.” 
 
    He frowned too. 
 
    “Ahem,” Ruth interjected. “We talked and found the road the Thulian soldiers, the Storyteller, and the coffin left by. They are well ahead of us, and they head for Thule, as Shades expected.” 
 
    Earlier, Shades had named the soldiers and their country to John. The soldiers traveled wearing dark, enclosing hoods that were rumored to conceal horrors—faces with tentacles writhing from the lower halves. The country of Thule was situated eastward across the sea from the port city of Taritolla. Though John had never heard of it, Po knew it from her lessons. A pity she’d forgotten everything else about Thule. 
 
    “How do we catch them with a lame horse?” John mused. 
 
    Wrapping the cloth into a neat square, his glowing eye casting a blueness on the cream fabric, Shades muttered the answer. “A caravan leaves today for Taritolla. They are looking for men to drive the wagons as well as be protectors from raiders. We could do it? The pay is low.”  
 
    John knew it for the one answer that might be a true solution, maybe felt it before the words were said. Fate again. 
 
    “Yes. Rocky could walk, unridden, unsaddled. Let us see if we can sign on.” 
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    [image: A picture containing furniture, table  Description automatically generated] small man in a blue kaftan sitting behind a table in the local market had signed John on as a driver, and Ruth and Shades as guards. Po, he’d assessed for a long languid moment, checking her from toes to breasts to hair, but he had remained silent on the matter. He must think her John’s slave or similar. From the pursing of Po’s mouth and her menacing stare, she was thinking of saying something. 
 
    John had pulled her away in time. Best if they thought her his. 
 
    It would be even better to make it so in truth, but she was marrying Xander, who they had yet to find. Always this Storyteller was ahead of them. They needed to catch up. 
 
    The pay for drivers was a pittance, but the destination was right. Ruth and Shades would mostly be walking to spare the horses drawing the wagons, but he and Princess Po had their own wagon to drive. 
 
    Did that make it a royal wagon? The idea amused him. 
 
    The rush to leave meant that, within two hours of signing, they left the city by a gate opposite to the one by which they’d entered. Driving was easy as floating in a stream to John. He held the reins and watched everything. The caravan wagons travelled in two parallel lines. Riders trotted by, swords and spears glinting, looking for raiders and strays. 
 
    The journey to the port city would take six to seven days, and his ragtag band was already behind by several days. 
 
    They needed a shortcut. 
 
    “If we have to, will you cross the sea to find him?” He inclined his head to ask Po, who sat at the other end of the driver’s bench. She was as far from him as was possible. 
 
    “Xander?”  
 
    “Yes.” John flicked the reins, though really the two pairs of horses were going at a good pace following the jiggling rear of the wagon ahead. 
 
    Behind this driver’s seat was the cloth opening leading into the covered wagon, where a bed remained rolled out. Behind that was storage space for the trading goods, whatever those were. Carpets and clothing perhaps? What they were carrying didn’t concern him. What did concern him was travelling with Princess Po with only one bed to share. The dilemma was killing him. 
 
    He had made promises to himself not to touch her. 
 
    For half a day they idled away the time, talking about anything except serious matters like Xander, or which side of the bed they would get. 
 
    When silence had fallen for a while, he glanced at her. 
 
    Somehow Ruth had come up with yet another piece of fashion for the princess—a tunic of embroidery and sequins over the top of plum-colored leggings. Dresses weren’t practical but even this gave him problems because all of her was so appealing… He wrenched his gaze off her and studied the flat grassy plain, the horizon, and the glints off the wagon ahead where the waning sun reflected and played. 
 
    He could remember though, how she looked. 
 
    Beneath the tunic was a cleavage-plunging top. 
 
    His hand recalled the give of her butt when he held it. 
 
    John’s throat tightened. 
 
    Luckily, the driver’s seat had a small roof so she wouldn’t get burned by the sun. Or Ruff, assuming the sun could get through the ball of fur. The floof had decided to perch on the other side of Po on a timber shelf. The spot would give it a wide view of what was coming… which only made him wonder at this creature’s intelligence. 
 
    “Either we sleep in shifts,” Po suddenly proposed. “Or we put a divider down the middle.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know what you were thinking.” 
 
    Was that a sly curiosity in her appraisal? Technically, she was still a virgin, and he was almost sure that had been flirting. He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No one knows what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “No?” She pushed her mouth into a rosebud shape then made tsk tsk noises. “You’re thinking what is for supper, and… can I get her highness to have sex with me. The answer is no.” 
 
    He was about to deny it when trumpets blared, spooking several horses so the drivers had to calm them. To the left, a foreign caravan appeared to be heading for them, merging perhaps. Above it swayed a field of long flickering banners with forked ends and symbols. Multicolored tongues against the faded blue sky. 
 
    “What is that?” Po asked loudly, raising her voice because the trumpets had sounded again. 
 
    There were streamers and flags as well as the banners and trumpets. There were troops of cavalry in bright tunics and chain mail with scimitars and spears. This new caravan held many larger wagons. He squinted. Was that a white-and-gold banner of a camel rampant on a field of lilies? 
 
    “Oh no.” Face taut, Po clasped her fist to her chest, the other hand to her neck. “That’s Kostanian royalty. 
 
    “Is that going to be a problem?” he drawled, trying to figure out why she was dismayed. “Do you think they will know you?” 
 
    “I doubt it. I hope not. My last portrait was done two years ago. I was younger.” 
 
    He imagined this beautiful woman at twenty-two instead of four, as she was now. The difference would be minor. 
 
    “Then we should think of disguises and ways to avoid being noticed.” 
 
    Minutes later, once the two caravans had truly merged and were rearranging, a rider galloped up from behind and pulled to a halt in a swirl of grass clumps, dust, and clinking harness and weapons. 
 
    His chain mail shone with the look of frequent daily polishing. His blond warrior locks were in plaits and everything about him looked neat, if dusty. 
 
    “You are hereby summoned to a banquet tonight in the royal marquee to be erected at sunset. Do not be late.” He leered toothily then continued in his spiel. “You will be gifted with food and largesse and whatever Prince Drake chooses to give you!” 
 
    Then he sped off and did not stop at any other of the wagons. This marquee must be a huge tent if the prince was able to hold a banquet within. 
 
    “Peculiar. Why us?” She watched the disappearing rider intently. 
 
    Someone must have noticed the allure of his companion. Or he hoped that was it. Either they had used a scope to observe the people of this caravan before approaching, or there was a more sinister motive. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We can draw a moustache on you, or something,” he mused. 
 
    “Never!” Her eyes flashed with ire. 
 
    So, he’d found a weakness in the princess. She liked prettifying herself. “A beard?” 
 
    John grinned. The glare she bathed him with was worth preserving. It was cute and malevolent, and those were somehow what made her Princess Pollianna, a woman he wanted to do far more to than sit beside on a seat. 
 
    Patience. He could manage that? 
 
    When night fell, the merged caravan, once a trader caravan and a prince’s retinue, settled beside a river which would be crossed the next day via a bridge. Having washed and preened and pruned, John had been attempting some last-minute shaving of his stubble but had given up—the blade was too blunt, and the light of the campfires too dull. Ruth came up to him, where he leaned against the wagon wheel observing Po pick and sort a small low-growing purple flower into bunches. At the same time Ruff was eating the bunches she laid aside and she wasn’t noticing the disappearances. Her in-depth discussion with Shades, involved much hand gesturing and intense comments. 
 
    He leaned forward, cocking his ear. Battle strategy of the cyclans? “Figures.” He scoffed. 
 
    A courtier had just delivered a package. John turned over the soft bundle to undo a red bow. 
 
    “I have some gossip I heard from soldiers I passed by.” Ruth nodded toward the threesome. “It’s good to see them talking.” 
 
    “Oh? Important?” 
 
    The package fell open and it contained… He shook it and found he held a white dress. A note fluttered downward. A garment meant for Po—a beautiful silk gown with a cut-out area over the rear and laced back above that. Unless that was the front? No. He swished it round and back again. No, that was the back. 
 
    “Hmmm. Very revealing.” Ruth picked up the card and angled it to the light. “For your slave to wear, sir. A gift from Prince Drake.” 
 
    Too revealing? He frowned. “I don’t know if I should refuse, or can? This is not Bitzocoin. I suppose she could wear clothes beneath it?” 
 
    A slip of underwear fell from the bundled cloth in his hand. White frothy bra and also panties insignificant enough to require a magnifying glass to see them. 
 
    “I should tell you the soldiers’ gossip.” 
 
    He lifted his head to meet her eyes, sure this was not good news. “Say it, please.” 
 
    “Someone has a suspicion that Po is actually the princess, and he has told the prince. The prince has sent a rider to find someone who knows her.” 
 
    Damnation. So this dress was provocation? A tease, a lure? 
 
    But he wasn’t certain.  
 
    “Do you know when the rider is expected to return?” 
 
    “Five days. There is someone in another town he’s asking for.” 
 
    Was that enough time? 
 
    John turned to look east where they must go, where an orange-red glow reflected from the clouds. A volcanically active range blocked the way, and they would be going around it once they reached the foothills. 
 
    “We have a problem then, in five days. If you’re wondering, I won’t tell her, yet.” 
 
    “I understand why.” 
 
    He didn’t, not quite. John looked at the garment then at Po. If he told her she might decide to run, to leave the caravan, and he needed her with him. Wanted her with him. If they all ran then Xander would be gone. They had five days to figure out other options. By then, they would almost have reached the port city. 
 
    Taking care of her must be his priority. He would not expose her to this prince’s ill will. Since clothing had been sent, and not guards, it might be that this prince was merely curious as to her identity and was not a terrible and crue.  
 
    He glanced at Po and sighed. Truthfully if he was the prince, he would have had her locked up for his pleasure the instant he set his eyes on her. 
 
    What could a prince do to the princess of a rival country? Capture her and keep her. 
 
    Or toy with her. Perhaps he thought himself the cat with an unsuspecting mouse. None of his band of people were mice, especially not him, and not Po either. 
 
    He would see what happened at this first banquet. 
 
    A few hours later, they left the wagon for the large, glowing marquee the prince’s men had erected. In the blackness of night it seemed as pretty as a child’s toy, and the shape of one too, with the high-climbing, cone-shaped roof. And they’d set this up in only a few hours? 
 
    Po wore the slinky white dress, though she had thwarted the backside-revealing section by wearing a pair of riding tights beneath. 
 
    His sixth sense about nobility told him that doing that might annoy the prince. 
 
    And if it did… it could lead to problems, and he’d told Po this. Her reply of nonsense roughly translated to a royal I-don’t-give-a-fuck. 
 
    Arguing with her further would have led nowhere. Unless he forced the matter, made her do his bidding, and he wasn’t doing that anymore, was he? No matter that the idea made his dick hard. Also, he was curious. What would a prince do to a girl he thought might be the princess but was not sure of, if she annoyed him? 
 
    If things went bad, he supposed he could kill his way out of there… No, no-no-no. Count to one hundred, he reminded himself, as they reached the pink backlit entrance. 
 
    A servant ushered them in through the doorway with the canvas rolled and fastened aside, and John saw why the marquee glowed. 
 
    Dozens of lamps hung from the tent poles and on ropes from above. The inside wall of the marquee was colored by sections, in mauve pink or soft green, sections that ran all the way to the peak of the roof. The floor was a sea of unrolled rugs. A low table ran down the center with a servant in blue satin livery standing behind each placing. Pillows lay on the floor as seating. 
 
    Silver goblets and plates, knives and forks were set on the table—normal for royalty, apart from the phallic-looking saltshakers. Bowls were piled with fruit, candies, and sweetmeats, and there were platters of steaming tiny pastries. 
 
    His mouth watered. Then his stomach growled, and he paused to inhale more of the aromas. 
 
    The prince stood at the head of table, having just risen. He gestured to them to advance, and John did so, with his hand itching to gather the princess to his side. But no, they had agreed she would observe the niceties of slave and master. She walked a step behind. 
 
    One thing jarred him. 
 
    The table was long, and he estimated it could take fifty people. Yet, there were no more than ten guests, and none looked familiar. It was likely he and the princess were the only guests from the caravan. Would Po notice? Three of the men sitting on pillows had a slave beside them, feeding them or being fondled. Nothing too carnal. 
 
    They were ushered to a place ahead and to the left of the prince. John had an immense black cushion before him. He fished a purple one out from beneath the edge. “Take this cushion, girl, and sit beside me.” 
 
    She hesitated. Perhaps addressing her as girl disconcerted? He smiled, attempting to encourage her to behave. 
 
    A sound made John look to the head of the table. 
 
    Abruptly he had something else to worry him. How hungrily the young prince watched Po. 
 
    Before they could sit, the prince called down the table to them. He had risen to stand, with his hands graciously clasped. His eyes gleamed. A long blond plait lay over one shoulder and ran to his waist. He wore an aqua kaftan with gold trimmings, dark gray pants, and a short, jaw-hugging beard. He was fit, if not as muscular as a man used to swinging a sword in skirmishes and wars. 
 
    In other words he looked a worthy lover, and John’s hackles rose, figuratively speaking. He was tempted to remove his spectacles and stare at the man. 
 
    “I sent you a gift of clothes, did I not?” 
 
    John grasped Po’s elbow, halting her. “You did and we… I thank you, lord.” 
 
    Shade had informed them it was customary to address the prince as lord. The servant at the doorway had said the same, testily, after he’d asked John to remove his spectacles and had been refused. 
 
    “Good!” Prince Drake clapped his hands together, twisting them one against the another. “Then you must make sure your slave girl wears it properly. She will remove that extra revolting garment before she sits. I wish to see more of her than this. 
 
    “What use is the hole at the back if one then conceals the slave’s pretty ass?” Flourishing his open hand, he’d included the whole table in his question, and the other men roared with laughter, before turning to stare at John and Po. 
 
    A lecherous and perhaps clever prince. 
 
    He suspected her of being the princess. Did he wish to embarrass her? 
 
    Perhaps to set her up for something in future if his suspicions were confirmed? This banquet was as tricky as crossing a river on the heads of crocodiles. 
 
    How far would the prince go? 
 
    Truthfully, he also rather desired seeing her ass. “You will strip off the pants, girl. Now.” 
 
    Po’s mouth writhed, and he leaned down and whispered to her ear while clasping her shoulder. “Do not speak. You will obey. Or else I will have to punish you.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed an instant red. 
 
    Her reaction provoked some awful and lustful ideas. He knew how she’d reacted to him doing things to her in private. Was it possible this also aroused her? Being exposed in public, being made to obey him? He thought her likely to cut down anyone else who dared to so exhibit her, on the spot, with a borrowed scimitar. 
 
    That pleased him. 
 
    After studying her a moment longer, he turned to the prince. “She will do this, lord, or I will make her then spank her bottom red.” 
 
    The men laughed again, and a few clapped. Slave girls were likely everywhere in this prince’s retinue, but Po was entertaining. Most other slaves would be accustomed to being ravished and stripped in company. Her blush and reluctance betrayed her and told them volumes about her innocence. 
 
    Virginity would still be captivating to men used to easy conquests. 
 
    After the smallest of huffs, Po began to shimmy the pants down her legs. As she stepped out of them then unwrapped them from her ankles, hopping a little as the cloth tangled, glimpses of skin were revealed to those at the table. 
 
    Seen as she was—bent over with the dress slipping up and down her behind, it was clear the silk panties rode extremely low. The carefully designed hole in the dress bared most of her ass. 
 
    Then she tripped, and John had to steady her. 
 
    The bearded man sitting to his right asked, “Is she a virgin?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” He skewered the man with a baleful look. 
 
    “No offence was intended, sir, but I would happily pay for a night with this one.” 
 
    John decided a grunt and a shake of his head would suffice as the answer. The man gave a little tilt of his head then shrugged. 
 
    “I find it rarely hurts to ask.” 
 
    Except when it gets you killed. John counted to about thirty while Po was settled on her pillow then he too sat and eyed the platters. Hunger re-established itself. The supper went by slowly, partly because he was forever watching Po for mistakes, and the others for threats. Getting her to pretend to care for his needs was nearly impossible, and laughable. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what the aim was of this meal. 
 
    Not until near the end. 
 
    The prince made an announcement, and he turned to hear the last of it. 
 
    “Each night of our journey to the city of Taritolla, I wish to have a game! Something that will delight us all.” A murmur of appreciation broke out then subsided. This was ominous, because the prince was favoring him and Po with an intense glance every few words. 
 
    “Tonight! I will choose a card and each card here…” He indicated a box held low by a servant so he could reach inside. “Represents a seat at the table where a master has a slave girl beside him. There are four of you.” He beamed at them. “Whoever I choose must do whatever is on a second card I will draw.” 
 
    Then he reached into the box and pulled out one card. 
 
    Po hissed through her teeth and he reached to take her nearest hand, squeezing it. She understood where this was headed. 
 
    “I choose!” He brandished the card, grinning. “John and his slave!” 
 
    Cold washed through John, but so did the heat of killing fire. Suppress. Count… 
 
    He’d reached twenty when Prince Drake began to announce the chosen game. 
 
    “You must… wait, wait, I am the prince I can do what I want, yes?” He held up his arms and everyone agreed, loudly. “Then I choose what you all would love to see!” 
 
    “Hell,” John muttered. 
 
    “Sirs, Birka and Sam, get one of your girls to lie on her back on the table. Clear the dishes there! Clear the table. Then once she lies, let the other one do what comes naturally.” 
 
    He heard Po give a sigh. “We are spared,” she whispered, leaning up against him. 
 
    Not quite. Not yet. He grunted back. “Shhh.” 
 
    The two women were already at each other. Legs spread, the fair-haired one who lay on her back on the tablecloth had her hands in the hair of the one on top of her, who was exuberantly licking at her pussy. The moans and wriggling became more intense until finally the first cried out and her spine bowed in ecstasy. The owner of one of them stood and pulled the girl on top backward onto his bared cock. He proceeded to hump her to the cheers of the crowd. Most of them rose to their knees for a better view. 
 
    Squeals and wet sounds, more moans and grunting. “I never realized a public orgy was the order of the day for these noble suppers.” 
 
    “You mean night,” corrected the bearded man, smiling. “Take care. The prince will get to you still. You would be best to do as he says.” 
 
    That had already occurred to him. The prince favored them with only one dark-eyed examination while the fucking happened, but he was aware of John and Po. If they tried to leave early, they would be stopped. 
 
    Once the master of the girl had come, jerking into her, fingers digging at her hips, the prince clapped his hands. “Last game of the night! You, dearest John, our guest. Let us see all of the treasured assets of your slave. She is prettier than any woman I have ever seen!” 
 
    The men yelled agreement, whistling, pounding the table, and most were already turning their way. The public sex had stirred them. 
 
    The prince’s gaze was rock steady and not exactly malevolent, more… mischievous. 
 
    “No!” Po said softly. “I cannot.” Then she pinched her mouth shut. 
 
    Smart Po. Yelling that word, here, would likely lead the prince to the truth. 
 
    He stood and plucked at her sleeve until she rose with him. “She is a little shy, lord. Let me reassure her, outside, where none can unnerve her. I will return.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “Come, girl.” 
 
    This way he could check how many men guarded the surroundings, as well as talk in private to Po, who followed him with her head down, pretending meekness. 
 
    He could also calm his raging cock. 
 
    The thought of stripping her and making her display herself called to something primitive, masculine, and perverted, within. Any other time, except for when he’d tied her up, she was miss arrogance, miss powerful, miss sexy, and always, better than thou. 
 
    Tonight she was powerless, and she was his. Tonight he was her protector, her master by all the rules within this marquee, and maybe more than that, if he played this well. 
 
    The prince was letting them walk out, which surely meant he had soldiers outside. 
 
    As they neared the door, she slowed. “Maybe, John, it would be better if I simply confessed who—” 
 
    Struck by the catastrophe this could become, he grabbed her by the back of the neck then swung to look her in the face. “No.” 
 
    Wide of eye, she swallowed. “Why?” Her voice was surprisingly husky, her lips parted ever so slightly. Her tongue probed the inside of her lip then stilled. 
 
    His thoughts marched to a charming conclusion. Of course. 
 
    The neck hold, she loved him doing this. They were in the middle of a banquet of enemies, and yet she responded to him, sexually. 
 
    “Look.” He bent his knees to be closer to her level, slid both hands down her arms and pulled them to the front, clasped her hands together, squeezing them as he spoke, as if squeezing her hands were punctuation. 
 
    “If… you do this… if…” 
 
    A frown was building. 
 
    He straightened, sighed. 
 
    “We can say this outside.” The servant at the doorway was watching, so he marched her through and outside. The soldiers on patrol were obvious. He guided her into the shadows of the marquee, against the canvas. A web of tent ropes played deeper lines on her face and body. 
 
    With her back to the marquee, Po inhaled, exhaled. “Say this. I will listen. I am calmer.” 
 
    “Of course you will. You think you’re smart? This idea of yours is terrible. You said this yourself, earlier. Reveal yourself to the prince, and you will be a hostage. You know this.” 
 
    “I do. Go on. Though… at least I wouldn’t be humiliated. If he finds out who I am, after I strip, he will have that for ammunition, as well as who I am, but if—” 
 
    “Once he has you a captive, knows who are, he’ll do whatever strikes him as useful to his country or fun. Or both. Humiliating you over and over may serve all sorts of purposes. Or executing you. We don’t know. Also, I plan to leave before he discovers the truth.” 
 
    “There is no way of telling who might know me, here, now.” 
 
    “No one, or this would be far worse than it is.” 
 
    There was someone coming but she didn’t know it. They had five days. That had to be enough. 
 
    “I will promise to get you out of here in time. You will be forgotten within a week as one insignificant, if beautiful, slave girl, naked for a few minutes before the prince. That happens daily for him.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong?” 
 
    Again he took her hands in his. She was trembling, and he realized why. This was such a departure from her normal reality, even more so than what he’d done to her. That had been isolated, forced on her, and pleasurable. This had the potential to wreck her world, to rip her away from everything she knew, permanently. 
 
    An overwhelming need to save her from that swelled within… and so did his rude, haughty cock. To keep her safe meant he could do all those dirty things he wanted to—to make her cry out in climax because of what he had done to her. 
 
    He’d done it once. Why not? 
 
    He’d promised. He’d changed. That wasn’t him, remember? And there was Xander… 
 
    What if Xander had never meant to share? Maybe for once he loved a woman enough to not share. 
 
    Anger, that spawned anger at her for losing him his brother. 
 
    “I’m not wrong.” 
 
    Fuck this, being nice. He should make her his, then sort out the consequences. If they survived. 
 
    When they survived. 
 
    “How can you be sure?” she asked. 
 
    His thoughts drowned him, blotted out sound. There was only her, him, and his carnal urges to screw with this princess until she went to her knees and begged him to take her. Right, wrong, who cared. 
 
    He did, should, might. He shut his eyes for a moment, feeling her small hands move on his. He was sure could sense the beat of her heart, and he smelled her with every breath he took. Not perfume—just her, nubile, sexy, fertile. 
 
    The problem was he’d never been a good man. He opened his eyes and realized he’d bared his teeth. 
 
    Gentler. Gentler, for now. Though he craved teaching her the many and varied ways a man could love a woman. 
 
    And the ways a woman could take a cock inside her. 
 
    “I’m not wrong. I’ll get us all out of here, safe. Give me three days for this caravan to get closer to Taritolla. Then we go.” He threaded his fingers through hers and slowly raised them until he’d pinned her hands to the canvas with weight alone—softly, and the canvas dented. 
 
    She was staring, waiting. 
 
    “This is different for you. Together we will get through this, but you have to trust me, and do as I say.” 
 
    And here he was imagining tying a rope around her eyes, spinning her, and fastening her to this tent and… 
 
    Trust was a dangerous word. 
 
    “Say yes.” 
 
    That wrinkle between her eyes was cute. He kissed her forehead and she sighed. 
 
    “John…” 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
     “I don’t know.” 
 
    Simply hearing her say his name aroused him. 
 
    He had this bad. 
 
    Bad man, bad feelings, bad intentions. He was beginning to wonder if he was the hero or the villain. 
 
    He leaned in, pushed her hands harder into the taut canvas, making it bow, and he kissed her soft mouth. When she began to respond, opening, making gasps and sighs, he bit her lower lip once, carefully, then left her mouth to march more kisses down her jaw. Then to her neck, while he swapped one hand of hers to his other, until both were trapped under his left. 
 
    She squirmed against him, pushing forward, pressing against his erection. 
 
    Provocation. 
 
    “Bad princess,” he murmured, dragging down the neckline of her dress and her bra in one motion. She seemed shocked and only made a faint mewling noise. His princess liked playing the victim. His cock kicked up a notch on the scale of hardness. 
 
    John bent his knees and took a large mouthful of her that engulfed nipple and some of the surrounding breast. He sucked it all in while bestowing everywhere within reach with the swipe of his tongue. He sucked again, and with his hand cupped and pushed her whole breast upward, pressing it higher into his mouth. 
 
    Her muscles stiffened. For a long moment there was silence, no breathing, and he sucked and licked at her more, biting her delicately. Finally, she sobbed, breath catching. Her next sounds were fractured moans, broken by passion and his teeth on her skin. 
 
    That’s my princess. 
 
    When he was done, when he stepped away, he didn’t release her breast, or her hands, keeping her in place so he could observe. 
 
    Panting, she looked even more a temptation—wet of mouth and breast, skin shining where moonlight bathed her. 
 
    “You’re shaking, girl.” 
 
    “Girl…” she spat. “I’m not.” Said while her chest heaved as if she’d run a mile. She gulped. 
 
    How he relished calling her girl, and it might help her divorce herself from being the princess. There, that thought was his good side. 
 
    “I know it’s not because you’re nervous. Would my hand come away slick with wetness, if I pushed it between your legs?” 
 
    Not for one second did he cease studying her face. 
 
    “How dare you ask that. You apologized. Remember? Release me. I am your ruler, and perhaps it is best if I reveal myself to the prince.” For once she sounded hesitant. 
 
    “Reveal your body, yes. Try the other and I will gag you and spank you, and maybe spread your legs and slide myself inside you on that table in there. I swear… If I let you do that, you risk the lives of all of us. You will not. Understand?” 
 
    She blinked, licking her mouth. 
 
    “Tonight you cannot be my ruler. Or anyone’s.” 
 
    Then, with her pinned by gaze and hand, and with his fingers making dents in the flesh of her breast, at his own deliberate pace, he removed his hand from her breast and lifted her dress. He pushed it between her thighs. His fingers slid in her arousal. When his fingertip circled her entrance, her pussy squeezed in. 
 
    “Welcoming me in? Nice.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. 
 
    Savoring her reactions, her sounds, he pushed in small distance, wetting his finger to the depth of a knuckle. Her expression faltered when his finger paused inside her. He waited, watched. Po whimpered and lowered her head so that her hair swung and concealed her face. But not enough. 
 
    Her lips were open in an O he direly wanted to fuck; the woman writhed against his strength. Her lower body and legs strained as if to make him fuck her deeper. 
 
    Smiling grimly, he pulled away, then wiped his wet hand on her dress. 
 
    “This doesn’t lie. Your cunt.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Unfair. You know this. It’s just—” 
 
    “That you want me.” 
 
    Her mouth pinched in, and she shuddered. “No.” 
 
    “I fear the princess is a liar.” 
 
    Fuck this. Fuck being the polite brother, the one who apologized. 
 
    In that second his resolve became close to solid. 
 
    In three days, he could make her his whore—his princess, his slave. 
 
    “We will go back into the tent, and either you will strip, or I will do it for you. If I have to do it, there will be consequences. Any deviation, any hint of speaking without looking to me for permission, and there will be consequences.” 
 
    “There must be another way. It’s unseemly. Uncouth.” 
 
    “It is. And you’ll do it because it is what we must do before we can leave. Else you risk all our lives. All. Tonight you do as I say because I’m right.” 
 
    “You…” Her throat moved, and she stared, one eye half-hidden behind the sway of her red tresses. “Want me.” 
 
    “This is also true.” And so he kissed her one more time, hard, to hammer home his power over her. 
 
    Then he released her, took a step away, and let her rearrange her clothes. Her breathing took a long time to settle into anything approaching normal. 
 
    “I will not forget this, John. How you treat me tonight. Take care.” 
 
    “Noted, princess.” He let his smile freeze into a rigid line. “In advance, let me add that I will not be treating you in any way except as a man would his slave.” 
 
    “Oh.” She swayed, looking into his eyes, searching, as if that had been shocking news. 
 
    His chest hurt. “I won’t be letting them harm you.” 
 
    With her wrist in hand, he led her back inside, directed her to stand on the table, and folded his arms. Once she was standing up there, he said, “Strip for the prince.” 
 
    And then… then his doubts came crowding back in. 
 
    Being the bad man wasn’t simple. She’d been trembling when he released her hand. 
 
    The gathered men looked nowhere except to her with their greedy eyes, sucking her in, this voluptuous siren with the innocence of her soul seemingly written in the whiteness of her garment. She faced the head of the table where the prince sat, elbow on knee, leaning forward. The exposure of her pert, perfectly rounded rear was for him only, thus far. 
 
    The hem of the dress tapered into a frivolous translucency, and the laces winding down her back reminded him of his favorite activity—tying her up in rope. 
 
    Her feet were bare and so small and pretty. 
 
    He was inclined to jam his hand into his mouth and bite. Wanting her and wanting to expose her to these perverts should be exclusive of each other.  
 
    He wanted both. 
 
    “Strip,” he reminded her. “Now.” 
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    Being a princess was not easy, but she’d forgotten all the lessons, all the reasons and the logic. Too many men were staring at her and expecting to see her naked, soon. 
 
    She curled her hands into fists, then loosened them, brought them higher to clasp between her breasts. They’d see the bites John had left on her, and everything else. Did it matter? As he had said, this would be fleeting, gone in a few days then a distant memory. 
 
    She held those words to her, using them to ground her, as a means to be levelheaded. 
 
    The prince was somehow both frowning and smiling at once. He does not know who I am, she reminded herself. 
 
    Pretend this is me undressing before the mirror. She knew in an instant that would not help. There was one other choice, since the prince revolted her, for he was a man of worse morals than any she had met, judging from the way he treated the slaves. 
 
    She was only a pretend slave, and the one man who knew it was beside her. 
 
    He had seen her naked before. 
 
    She turned until she faced him, feet knocking over one of the phallic saltshakers left on the table, feeling crumbs under her toes, her teeth automatically gripping her bottom lip. 
 
    Unsmiling, and his arms were folded, but she could tell he was pleased she had turned to him. Not that she wished to please Xander’s infuriating brother. 
 
    Her fingers were shaking, and she cursed them for betraying her nervousness. She reached up and slipped one shoulder of the dress down her arm, then did the same for the other side. The delicate fabric slid until caught by the curve of her breasts and the little white bra. Eyes closing, she tugged the dress to her waist, where it rolled and slid, gaining speed as it slipped over her thighs. She felt it pool on her feet and looked down. 
 
    It would gather stains from the spilled food. 
 
    Of all the things to worry over. 
 
    “Go on,” John said quietly. “You are almost done. They must see all of you.” 
 
    The men were getting more boisterous and a few shouted words she tried not to decipher. Po slipped the bra straps down her arms then reached around to undo the clip at the back. 
 
    The lacy undergarment fell from her fingers. 
 
    John snatched it from mid-air, leaving the bra swinging in his hand, but he did not remove his gaze from her. The man was fascinated and that, she realized belatedly… that pleased her. 
 
    Her nipples were stark with their pink against her skin, and they scrunched tighter into wrinkled circles while she looked. The bite marks were almost invisible, though she would have bruises. 
 
    That man… and she remembered the sensual pull of his teeth, and his lips and tongue on her there. 
 
    Get this done. 
 
    She inhaled, set her hands to either side of the panties, and wriggled them down, exposing herself, the slim triangle of hair, and likely a hint of her sex, in a way no princess should ever, ever do. John was right, though, and she knew it. This and worse could still be ordered of her, forced of her, if the prince were certain of her identity. 
 
    She must pretend for this night. She must be true to being a slave, no matter how it appalled and humiliated her. 
 
    “Oh, what a beauty.” The prince thumped his hands on the table, startling her. “You must turn, girl. Let us see you fully. Turn.” With one erect finger, he made a circle in the air. 
 
    That seemed a deliberately lewd act, and then he stuck that finger into his mouth and pushed it deep, pulled it out, then smiled. Definitely lewd. 
 
    John hissed at her. 
 
    “Turn.” 
 
    Heart hammering, Po obeyed, aware of her sexuality on display, of the ridiculous situation this placed her in—on a table at a banquet, as if she were a part of the meal. Dessert, as it were. 
 
    The men hooted and called out. A few told her to bend over and spread her legs. She did not. She frowned, tempted to lecture them, 
 
    John intervened. “Enough, gentlemen! Get dressed, girl. You’re my property, not theirs. Get down and get dressed.” 
 
    In the middle of her reaching for his hand to steady her descent, the prince spoke. 
 
    “Wait. I have a question for your master. Those spectacles, sir. They violate my etiquette provisions. Why have you not removed them? I suggest you do so immediately.” 
 
    John turned, bowed. “Lord… I have reasons.” 
 
    She straightened, still naked but feeling as if she should take charge of this, looking from John to the prince, and back again. Did the Kostanians not have a fear of the Underworld and tend to flay witches and wizards? Or was that the Yongda tribesmen to the north? Her education had been designed to hold up in battle, under threat of rains of arrows, of slicing swords and the fling of catapults, and not on pain of being violated while nude at a feast. 
 
    Flustered, head swimming, she decided on a rescue. If she were right, she might save John from being exorcised and flayed. 
 
    And if wrong? Too late. 
 
    “Lord.” Hurriedly she knelt and bowed her head exceptionally low before peeking. 
 
    He had sat forward and now waved a hand. “You wish to speak, slave?” 
 
    “Yes, lord.” 
 
    “Then speak.” 
 
    “My master… wears those because a wizard cast him into Hell. He fought his way out to save me, but his eyes were burned, and now he must wear dark glasses to prevent his eyes from being hurt by light.” A good story, yes? Close to what John said had happened but skewed enough to make him seem normal. 
 
    “He fought his way out of Hell?” Prince Drake, for once, seemed dumbfounded. 
 
    Okay so maybe that part wasn’t normal. What had she done? Still, if they saw his eyes, his burning eyes… 
 
    The man clearing his throat must be John. “Lord, may I add to her explanation?” 
 
    “Please do. This could only get more interesting.” 
 
    Every guest was rivetted by this, though she supposed some were more consumed by watching the jiggle of her boobs, as the commoners termed that part of female anatomy. Carefully, she picked up the dress, then stood, was raising her arms to slip it over her head, when John grabbed her ankle. 
 
    “Thank you! Stay unclothed, girl.” The latter was an aside for her. “It is true I fought my way from Hell, but the wizard left me a sword that vanquished demons, though the last one I fought over a game of Nar-quar-do, and I checkmated him with a dragon.” 
 
    Why was he embellishing? To distract? 
 
    “And so this brings me to her punishment, lord. I think you will like it.” 
 
    The prince’s eyebrows rose as one. “Go on. Why is this?” 
 
    “I told her she was not to speak without my permission, and she only asked for yours. For this error I will spank her for the enjoyment of all.” 
 
    Oh. Oh no. 
 
    John favored her with a piercing glare. “Kneel where you are.” Unable to do anything else that wouldn’t condemn her, Po kneeled again. He sidled closer, hand still on her ankle. “Do as I say.” He sat on the edge of the low table and patted his knee. “Get yourself here. Crawl and lie on me.” 
 
    Her eyes definitely widened at that. This would not be forgotten. He was taking liberties she could never forgive, and why? In front of all these— 
 
    Then he reached across and grabbed a big handful of her hair, twisted his fingers so they tightened on her scalp. He pulled her to him. Unbalanced, she lurched, and her hands landed on his thigh. It was that or fall onto her face. Man muscle under her palms, a hard hand in her hair forcing her to obey, and… magicking up subtle pain that prickled inward. 
 
    She gulped, let out an exhale as the room did a jig, shifted, and sank. 
 
    Wincing, breathing harder and faster, with her eyelids shuttering, Po found herself wanting his hands on her. 
 
    His big, hard, strong hands, on her. 
 
    Their eyes met. Whatever his reasons, heat was building below. Between her legs ached, and she felt herself swell, and surely some wetness leaked. Her face blushed hot. She was naked and responding to him. 
 
    Mortifying. Arousal was not for a whole room of men. 
 
    John pulled again, and she crawled over him because she must, then she lay on him, belly down. He was silent as he arranged her on his lap. A second later, she squeaked and clutched at air then the floor cushion, for he’d shifted and moved her down his legs, and she could not grip the table for support. Her toes treadled the rug on the floor behind her. 
 
    Thank heavens, her rear faced away from the men. 
 
    John’s hand arrived on her ass. He cupped a part of it and squeezed. “Now,” he said quietly, “To see if you will scream for me when I spank you. How many!” he yelled. 
 
    The for me resonated with her. Though he promised pain. Her disloyal clit engorged and pulsed with need. 
 
    “Five!”  
 
    “Twenty!” 
 
    “Fifty-two!” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    “Let’s make it ten, shall we…” She felt him lean forward and kiss one side of her rear, then he added softly, and only for her to hear, “…my princess. Having you like this is better than any dream.” 
 
    He slapped her rump, hard, jarring her, and she squeaked. “A little one, for starters.” 
 
    Another slap landed, then he grabbed her hair and levered back her head, and kissed her, grinding his mouth on hers, until she was sure she was lacking air judging by how severely she panted. 
 
    He smacked her again, spanking her, and the pain altered, transformed, the fire shifting into her pussy. Another hard slam of his hand spiked more pain. Through it all, the hold on her hair and his milder caresses of her skin, the casual brush of his fingers along her slit, those kept her spinning. Desire and pain. A princess should not like this. 
 
    Should not. 
 
    Another spank, another, and she found she was both squeaking and gasping, with a low moan escaping… Not her. 
 
    “Good girl.” More words were spoken but she was busy trying to be unaffected and failing. That this man dared to— 
 
    Whack! She yelped and shut her eyes, assimilating for the umpteenth time that strange aftereffect. 
 
    “Mine. This ass is mine. Last one.” A final smack jolted her flesh, buzzed her nerve endings. It was worth lying still for. She almost wanted more. 
 
    She definitely wanted his hands on her, his fingers in her. His teeth. 
 
    Maybe if she squirmed? 
 
    But not here. 
 
    “Up.” He stood, set her on unsteady feet, helped her dress. 
 
    The last she saw of the banquet audience was a blur of faces, for she could not look at them, nor meet their eyes. Not after that. 
 
    Her butt was stinging as they exited. The dress whispered on her sore flesh, reminding her of the spanking, and he held her wrist in the circle of his hand as if he truly possessed her. 
 
    “You are very quiet, princess.” 
 
    She side-eyed him, said nothing. The walk was surreal, detached, as if she were in a fantasy world. 
 
    Her panties were back on the banquet table, she realized, aghast. Minus them and knowing she was naked underneath, and with all that manhandling that had somehow made her exquisitely sensitive… between her legs throbbed. Every step she took with John holding her wrist made her wish for him to do something more to her, anything, anything sexual. 
 
    More, please. Thoughts did not help. 
 
    But she could not ask. That would be absolutely wrong. 
 
    At the wagon, John helped her in and then followed. “I’ll put this rolled blanket in the middle. Go to sleep. In the morning I will check your ass for bruises.” 
 
    That was it? Stunned she watched him roll over. Within a few minutes, he was breathing like one who has slipped into sleep. She nearly pinched him but instead she lay down on her side and stared at the back of his head. Too dark in here to see much detail. The pillows smelled of horses. And she dearly wanted to put her hand on herself and make herself orgasm. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. He might wake and catch her in the middle of touching herself. For some strange reason, that terrified her. She shut her eyes, and fell asleep dreaming of John looking at her butt and tsking as he smoothed his hand lower… 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated]  woke to feel the sheets slipping from her body, going a long way down, until a breeze riffled across her skin. Her face was stuffed into her pillow. She turned her head, popped open one eye and saw bleary brightness. 
 
    Morning then. 
 
    “Good morning,” John sang, but soft and low, as if he feared waking her, but she was awake, and he was… 
 
    Po swallowed, shut her eye. He was pulling down her underwear, the ones she’d dressed in late last night, after she’d walked back here nude and craving him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she edged out through a constricting throat. As if she didn’t know. 
 
    “Checking your pretty ass for bruises.” He sighed and laid his large hand on one cheek, then he lifted his palm and trailed fingers across her skin, livening her, creating flurries of gorgeous feathery bliss. 
 
    She wriggled, just the smallest amount, sure he would see but unable to stop—it pressed her clit against the bedding, and for the first time she was glad of the firmness of the mattress. 
 
    “There are some small ones,” he added matter-of-factly. “Beautiful.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure if that compliment was for her ass or the bruises but didn’t care. Knowing he stared at her down there was doing all the right and wrong things to her. 
 
    Her legs were together so he wouldn’t see much. What if she opened them a smidgen? That would be obscene. 
 
    Sex. She hadn’t really done it. 
 
    She needed to. And lacked the right language. A princess did not ask a stranger to fuck her, and John was still that in many ways. 
 
    To fuck. She inhaled and held the breath in for a long while, as she rolled that word around in her mind. Her body felt alive. 
 
    If only he would do something without her asking. She did not protest. Was that not enough? 
 
    His fingers trailed to the other side of her butt, shifting her night shift higher, exposing her more. He drew a line down the divide of her ass, only to stop before delving toward her sex. 
 
    Po let out a small noise of exasperation. 
 
    He laughed, quietly. “Want something, girl?” 
 
    Girl. She blinked against her pillow. 
 
    “You want something, you have to say it. Just once, and I will take it from there. Flowers.” He pinched her ass, moved on and pinched again, travelling closer to her intimate place. “A walk in the rain.” Pinch. 
 
    She groaned into the pillow and did, actually, part her legs, just a little, enough that he must see what she did. Why could he not just do it?! 
 
    “Me putting my cock in you.” 
 
    God. 
 
    Po stiffened, and John slipped onto the bed beside her, his fingers tangling in her hair as he burrowed his face into her hair and nipped at her neck. Not hard though. Nowhere near hard enough. And still she could not say it. But she turned onto her side and felt him slip into place behind her, spooning. 
 
    His arm wrapped over her, and he cradled his palm over her breast. With glancing touches he taunted her rigid nipple. “I can tease you forever, but I want permission, and…” He chuckled. “I really fucking want to hear you beg for it.” 
 
    “Damn you.” She could feel his hardness against her. The pulse in her pussy was maddening. “Princesses don’t beg.” 
 
    With finger and thumb, he squeezed her nipple, and she stopped breathing, heard herself moan. 
 
    “What was that? Shall I leave?” He kissed her hair. “Perhaps I should—” 
 
    “No!” Her words choked her. “No. Please. Don’t leave.” A tear tracked from one eye then another lipped her nose and ran into her lower eye. “I need you.” 
 
    “More. Say it.” His finger and thumb were squeezing harder by the second, and it preoccupied her to the extent that she loosened her hand and reached up to cup his hand where he hurt her, pleasured her. She traced a finger over the tendons and bones beneath his skin. She arched into that hand, and he replied by shoving his cock at her ass. 
 
    He was clothed, though. It was not enough. It never would be like this. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You. Inside me. Please.” 
 
    At that he rose on his elbow above her. He pulled off his dark spectacles, revealing the flame in his eyes. As before, the thrill of being this close to a man that fearsome rippled through her. He turned her onto her back then placed his hand beneath her jaw. His eyes were inquisitive, demanding. “I won’t often be gentle. I will expect to take you when I want. You can always deny me, and I will stop, but if you do I may never touch you again. I want to tie you up, hold you down, spank you when you’re bad. And when you’re good, I want to hurt you until you come.” 
 
    His mouth curved in a cruel smile. His hand slipped to her neck, and he anchored her to the bed with that hold, and her mouth opened as if to inhale what he did, to breathe him in, her lustful demon-god of sex with the eyes of fire. 
 
    He sat up and pulled the front and the sleeves of her nightshift down to her waist. He found her breasts and played with her there until she was ready to curse him, and she grabbed at his wrists—which did her no good at all. 
 
    Ignoring the pull of her hands on him, he stilled. “I want to fuck you as I would my whore who is a princess, and a princess who is my whore.” 
 
    He twisted his hands from beneath hers, took her wrists and easily pushed them to the pillow either side of her head, though she struggled against him just enough to remind herself of his strength. 
 
    Considering she had not even had true sex, that was a whole mouthful of wants, but he mesmerized her. This must be good—to make her thrum with the potency of sex, to make lust run in her veins, as if this moment was the pinnacle of her life, to feel so drawn to him doing anything to her. 
 
    This was not true love, though. 
 
    True love could go fuck itself today. 
 
    He inserted his knee and forced her thighs apart. Once his other knee was there also, he leaned over her and pushed his hardness against her, exactly where it should be. Ground it into her. She let her eyelids fall low. 
 
    Heat rose inside her. This craving could be denied no longer. 
 
    Her heart thump-thumped through the next torrid seconds then she whispered a “Yes.” And she tried to shove herself at him, only to find his weight and muscles thoroughly held her down. 
 
    “I heard a yes, princess. To all I said?” 
 
    She licked her lips, fascinated by this man above her, by his eyes, those heavy lips, by the feel and scent of him everywhere, by his hands crushing her wrists to the pillow. “Yes. To everything.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    Then he freed his cock from his pants, letting it stick out through the fly, and he lowered himself and slipped it between her legs. The feel as he thrust himself along her there, teasing at her entrance, had her crying out. 
 
    John lowered his body and lay on her, his face inches away, his mouth touching hers in kisses now and then, and he kept thrusting slowly, teasing, until at last… at last, she felt the head of his cock probe at her, opening her. 
 
    “Let’s see if I fit in your virgin cunt.” 
 
    The sun must have risen more, people would be stirring, and she was having a cock slowly forced inside her. 
 
    Far… toooo slowly. 
 
    She spread her legs, opening herself. His mouth almost smiling, intent on her. The inherent cruelty in making her widen for a cock that was feeling larger than any should be, had her gaping at the hurt in her flesh, then at the blossoming pleasure. She sobbed again, as he slid further, further, then bottomed out, his body flush against hers. His breath was hers, his skin merging. They were one creature. 
 
    Awe existed. And that ever-present need for more of him. 
 
    “Move,” she whispered. 
 
    John chuckled. “In my own time.” He devoured her mouth, engulfing her in his lips, tongue invading, and she was not sure if she could remember how to breathe. 
 
    A man was inside her. 
 
    Then he withdrew and thrust into her again, and began a rhythm that sent her ascending to the heights of an orgasm, but when she tensed and pushed hard against him, eyes rolled up, he pulled out entirely and flipped her onto her stomach. 
 
    Through the tumult of pounding blood, she wrenched out an exasperated cry. 
 
    “Not yet, my princess. You can wait.” 
 
    Her nightdress was bunched at her waist, and he pulled it off her and down her legs, then removed her bra. A moment later he took her hands to the small of her back and tied them with what must be the night shift rolled up. It wasn’t perfect bondage, and she was sure she could get free with determination, though if she did, he would surely do as he’d threatened and spank her. Which… she would like to try, to see if he would. But not today, not now. Not when he’d stuck his fingers into her and was pumping them in and out. 
 
    The sounds were those of debauchery, of fucking. More learning. She liked these dirty lessons. 
 
    He turned her over again and slid down her body, biting her breasts while he held them, kissing, licking her navel, until he travelled his bites over the mound of her sex, with his hands gripping her hips. He buried his mouth on her below, licking and sucking at her clit and lower, at her pussy. He seemed to enjoy it, though she must be slick with her own juices. 
 
    His fingers held her open. 
 
    Soon she was also soaked from where his tongue had probed, and her thighs felt wet. 
 
    That her hands were captive under her back pushed her sex higher, so he could get at her more easily.  
 
    It made her vulnerable. 
 
    Which she adored. 
 
    Every soft, wet probing at her clit, every time she tried to move her hands and could not, she quivered and moaned, and was shocked at the noises he wrought from her. An orgasm was building, and nothing she could do or say would stop him. 
 
    Then he carefully wormed a second finger into her and seemed to concentrate on sucking and moving his tongue in just the right spot. The repetition slayed her. She arched into the oblivion of climax. She was still shuddering, mind shattered, when he spread her, inserted his cock into her, and shoved her legs high, with his hands under her knees. He began to plow her in earnest. 
 
    She gasped, mouth opening wide, at the penetration as he drove his cock all the way into her in one slow, well-lubricated thrust. 
 
    There was some stinging pain from the stretch, there was also an unexpected and splendid sensitivity in her pussy that made every move of cock extract a cry from her. He rocked into her, slapping harder and harder, fingers and thumbs digging into her thighs, under her knees. 
 
    When he shoved himself deep and jetted his come into her, her legs were at her ears. Her legs were jelly, her breathing wrecked. The feel of this. Of being taken. 
 
    Done… done. Her panting seemed loud enough to wake the whole caravan, sweat beaded, and the pair of them were one hot sweaty mess. 
 
    “There, now you are mine, princess.” His kiss before he freed her was as sweet and possessive as any, only more… something. 
 
    Perhaps because he’d made her his. 
 
    He untied her and she flopped, muscles weak, curling on her side, feeling everything over and over in her memory. 
 
    Not true love, her mind insisted as he snuggled in behind her, spooning while their hearts ran down to something like normal. 
 
    No, she told herself. Not true love. She would call this true lust and that was fine, that was more than fine. She found his hand and brought it to her mouth to lick his finger, then she put it inside her mouth. Even his fingers were big. He tasted good. Of man and of their recent sex. 
 
    John chuckled against her neck and let her. 
 
    Later on, she turned over and with her head against his chest, listening, she distinctly heard a heartbeat. “I can hear your heart again. 
 
    “No you don’t.” 
 
    Well then, he was wrong about that. 
 
    The caravans travelled onward. 
 
    She sat on the driver’s bench next to John and after only a few minutes edged nearer, until their bodies rocked against each other. He drew her to him, kissed her hair, her lips, and kept his arm around her. 
 
    She sighed and leaned into him. There was a warmth in this. Companionship, attraction, and a new kind of happiness. 
 
    Only now that she had recovered from the blissful climax of sex, the reverberations of her behavior were bothering her again. 
 
    What if… 
 
    “I admit,” she began, “That my behavior bothers me.” She was used to advisors, but the only person she had available to ask was John, and he was certainly not innocent or impartial when it came to the subject. “Now that we have done it, properly.” It? Oh my, this was not coming out well. “I wonder if Xander would approve.” 
 
    John had been listening, but she couldn’t tell his thoughts and he was silent for a while. 
 
    “I admit I too have wondered. I think it best we wait until Xander can answer. It is done. I have taken you to bed, tied you up, spread your legs…” She poked him in the back and cleared her throat. His next words reeked of amusement. “Made you squeal in orgasmic delight, which was entirely fun, fucked you—” She poked him harder, and felt herself blushing, even though no other person could have heard. “And you agreed to it all. We will wait. Keep poking me, and I will upend you and spank your naked butt here, on this seat in full view of anyone who looks.” 
 
    Muttering small curses a princess was allowed, she desisted, and yet also felt an indecent pleasure at his threat. She really must figure out why that attracted her. 
 
    “Good.” He squeezed her shoulder. “I will rein in my princess slowly. Maybe spank you later in private? Hmmm?” He pulled away to look at her. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    His chuckle made her smile also. There was an allure to such banter. 
 
    “You are awful,” she whispered, and still no one else was within earshot. 
 
    “Yes. However, as you agreed only this morning, I will do whatever I wish to you, and your butt.” 
 
    Oh. Po squeezed her thighs together. She had said that. She sat, staring ahead and wondering at how even his quite menacing statement aroused her. 
 
    Was she a deviant princess, or just a naughty one? Po chewed her lip. Perhaps the palace library needed a few volumes added to it, to be kept shelved in a corner inside a locked cabinet. With blank spines and warnings on the front… 
 
    Do not enter. The Joys of Deviant Kinky Sex within. 
 
    At the midday stop, she watched Ruth set up her portable shop using her foldable rucksack. A sign: THERAPY was also hung, and she watched a guard, Shades, and even their floof machine, Ruff, sit on the stool before it. Children arrived and enticed the bunny away, probably with food. They ended up plucking flowers and grass to offer the poor critter then doing a dance around him. 
 
    Seeing it all from a distance, with the sun beating down on her back and hair, made her feel terribly lazy. 
 
    She munched a sandwich sourced from another trader and wondered at how Shades had become Ruth’s assistant. He seemed to enjoy the whole situation—the taking of money, the sales pitch, the showing of wares. The two of them were not lovers as far as she knew. 
 
    Ruff wandered from the shop to where she and John sat beside the wagon, and she fed him pieces of vegetable from the sandwich. Never-ending munchers—rabbits. Dragonflies and various other insects drifted above the seeding grass. The sun was now behind the wagon. The grass around her was dry and sometimes smelled of lemon when she shifted position, and little blue flowers dotted the field. This life could be a fulfilling one, though the guards riding past warned there were threats also. 
 
    The invitation to a second banquet, that night, came as they packed up to move on again. The rider handed it down to John and galloped on, without saying a word to either of them. Though she was a slave, she remembered, and so was not worthy of conversation. 
 
    No special garment had been sent this time, just the invitation. They would have to go. One did not refuse a royal command. 
 
    She eyed John. Unless it was her command, and you were John. 
 
    Knowing what had happened yesterday and wondering what the prince had in mind for tonight made her anxious. It was a novel feeling, to fear the future. 
 
    Clearly, he had chosen them especially, singled them out. The reason was obvious. 
 
    He must have an inkling as to who she was. Yet they needed more time. If he continued to seem unsure, she would have to continue to pretend to be a slave. 
 
    “When can we leave?” she asked John. “I fear the prince knows more than he has said.” 
 
    “Not yet. Rocky is far less lame, but not yet. If we run, I may have to kill.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    She hadn’t seen him kill anything, yet. It seemed, somehow… preposterous. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    [image: A picture containing game, table  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing drawing, table  Description automatically generated] prince may not have sent clothes but on entering the marquee a step behind John, a servant presented a new dress, draped over his arm—red this time, but of the exact same design as the white, with laced back and that peekaboo hole. 
 
    “Your girl may use the bathroom,” the servant said, pointing. 
 
    Of course she knew where it was, having been directed to it the night before. Though Kostan was considered a backward country compared to Bitzocoin, this mobile bathroom was luxurious. The cubicle held a seat and was not some hole in the ground. Perfumed air too, and there was a small basin with gold taps. The door was canvas and so were the walls. Underfoot was a rug. 
 
    The underwear were a flimsy red pair of panties and bra. Po sighed, holding them up to the lantern and seeing almost every detail through them. She shrugged out of her riding clothes and slipped on the clothes. More of her cleavage seemed to show than the previous night. 
 
    If this prince ever visited her country, she might have him served as an entrée—filleted and marinated in acid. 
 
    The evening went as before, with little occurring at first except for the consumption of food, and when directed she fed John as well as herself, so as not to draw attention. But after the roast pig, quail, lemon sorbets, cheeses, and much wine had been disposed of, the games truly began. 
 
    One by one, the three slaves of the other guests were called to the prince and to the glee of his rapt audience, he inserted various things into their nether holes—from their squeals and cries and the ducklike way they walked back to their owners, it was not pleasant and had after effects, and the objects were likely still inside their bottoms. 
 
    “What has he done?” she quietly asked John, leaning toward him.  
 
    “Put ginger pieces in them. It is called figging.” 
 
    “Ah.” No wiser, or not much, she straightened. 
 
    “Sets your bottom on fire but can also arouse.” 
 
    “Oh.” The things she did not know. 
 
    Of course the Kostanians did not invent BDSM; they had no such thing. Safe and sane was not in the prince’s realm, even if ginger figging was. The Kostanians did however know a lot about kink. Among their favorite proclivities were bondage, caning, flogging, and machine fucking with a dildo spear, though they powered it with a treadmill run by camels. 
 
    This was considered completely normal in Kostan. 
 
    They also thought they’d invented polyamory, but this was incorrect. Everyone had invented that. 
 
    While Po was wondering when rather than if the prince would ask John to surrender her for the same activity, a servant arrived with a tray of small silver objects. 
 
    “For you to use on your slave,” the satin-dressed man said, offering the tray lower, at John’s height. 
 
    It let her see the objects too—tiny clamps and bells and another thing that resembled a cock… with spikes. John’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Thank you. Put it there.” 
 
    The servant slid the tray onto the table. 
 
    He wouldn’t, of course, but she checked his face to be sure and could tell nothing. 
 
    “You wouldn’t?” she asked, out the side of her mouth because the prince was watching them. 
 
    “Let’s see.” 
 
    The prince called out. “She is next, good guest. I cannot make exceptions.” 
 
    “But as a guest, do I not have rights also, lord?” 
 
    The ripple of laughter from the men said otherwise. 
 
    “As in, this tray of gifts to decorate her with—is that an alternative, Prince Drake?” 
 
    “I expected both. Those on her.” He pointed down the table, the cloth of it strewn with dropped food and dirty plates. “Then this, in her, by my hand.” He held up a cone of ginger with a flared base and wiggled it in the air. 
 
    “I see. I’ll concede the decorations but would like to challenge the prince to a game I hear he loves—dragon chess. Nar-quar-do.” 
 
    It struck her then, that perhaps this had been John’s plan from the night before. To plant the seed. She hadn’t known it was a game the prince enjoyed. 
 
    “Ahhh.” He rocked back from his cross-legged position then wiggled the ginger again. “You are devious. I like that. We shall play for the higher stakes then. If I win, I insert this in her and get to play with her tonight, however I wish to.” 
 
    Play? Her eyelids sprang wider. 
 
    “And if you lose, you do not,” John drawled. 
 
    “Oh no, I will not make it that simple. Besides, I suspect you must be quite an expert at chess since you can defeat demons. If you win, you play with her, before us, and make her climax, but nothing false will be accepted. I want to hear cries of joy and pain and would still prefer something inserted.” The smile spreading on the prince was smug, and altogether too knowing. “We will bargain, perhaps.” 
 
    Oh no. Oh no. She looked to John, and he was nodding. 
 
    She was about to protest when she realized she could not. Besides, John had pulled the tray to him and was picking up an object that glinted, something with teeth and little chains that jingled. 
 
    The prince sang out to a servant, clapping his hands. “Bring my set! And John, sir, once attached, those stay on the girl for the whole game.” 
 
    He nodded then turned to her, and she would swear his mouth twitched as if he struggled not to smile. Certainly, she saw a gleam in his eye. “Take down the front of your dress, girl.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open, then Po found herself heating with a familiar tingle blossoming lower. 
 
    Ridiculous. And shameful. 
 
    He angled himself closer, took the side of her neck with his hand. “You may not like this on you, but I will.” His knuckle grazed her sensitive nipple through the dress before he reached for the tray. 
 
    The surge of sensations, from that lightest of touches, bewildered. 
 
    “You—” she began, gathering her indignation. No. I cannot speak. 
 
    His words and gaze on her, the dangle of the silver clamp, spinning, glinting, and knowing that he wanted these attached to her… Bemused, she was more than a little bemused. 
 
    The little clamps and linking chains ran to silver bells. 
 
    “No protesting. Remember? Besides…” Already he was gently pulling her dress down her arms and below her bra. Blinking, she let him. He tucked the cloth in place beneath and scooped her breasts from the bra. “I like doing this.” 
 
    Watching him put his warm hands on her breasts, in public, tossed her into an alternate world, where she was not the ruler, and she was indeed his obedient slave. Where she was required to submit and should enjoy what was done to her. 
 
    She dragged her teeth inward, over her lip, and inhaled then shakily exhaled. 
 
    His callouses scraped her skin as he lifted her breasts, caressing her, his thumbs feathering over her nipples. It was a shocking turn-on. 
 
    While still fondling her, he put his mouth to her ear. “Are you getting horny, princess girl?” 
 
    She swallowed twice, before she could answer, for the brush of his rough palms on her skin was enough to make her sigh dreamily. 
 
    “Maybe. Ummm—” He pinched both nipples, if lightly. Oh. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. These will hurt, but I want you to sit very still and take it. But first I need these very, very hard.” 
 
    His head ducked and before she could pull away, he was sucking on one nipple then had switched to the other. They were wet, rigid, and the men around them were cheering him on. Below, she felt her clit swell and press against her underwear. 
 
    “Take a breath and hold it. Move and the teeth may scratch you.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, unwilling to see this happen, though the search of the metal jaws for a place to land then the abrupt closure, the excruciating pressure and pain, had her squeaking and snapping open her eyes. 
 
    It tinkled. 
 
    “See. Nothing.” John smiled. 
 
    “You are evil.” So was the clamp. 
 
    “Indeed, but it is for a good cause. Shhh.” 
 
    He stroked his finger down her lips then took her second nipple and did the same, only this time she watched and knew, a fraction of a second before it did so, that the jaw would close. 
 
    Her muffled sound was accompanied by a twist of her lips. She breathed through the alarming throb-throb of pain. Po shifted on the cushion, frowning at John. 
 
    “Stay sitting, or a third one will go below.” 
 
    Now that was ominous. Po huffed and glared. 
 
    Then, with her breasts hurting and on display, like blasphemous, hot lanterns of her sexuality, John reached between her legs and under the dress, making her start and her breasts jiggle. The bells tinkled. 
 
    He trailed his fingers downward over her mound and her clit, ending between her legs where she knew he’d found wetness. “Here. Where you are swollen. Answer me. Will you be good?” 
 
    The bearded man beside him from the night before was listening avidly, while sliding a chocolate treat into his mouth. This was humiliating. Intolerable. Should she say no? 
 
    Only if she wished to reveal who she was. 
 
    Only if she wished to deny her extreme arousal. 
 
    Or to get a clamp on her clitoris, which sounded atrociously painful, intriguing though it was, and even more shameful than anything done to her so far. 
 
    She nodded, an infinitesimal amount. 
 
    As if it were an everyday thing, John squeezed his fingers beneath the crotch of the red underwear and pushed them far inside her. “Say yes. Unless you wish this—” 
 
    An indescribable lust roared in as his fingers thrust hard enough to rock her on her cushion. 
 
    Gods. “Yes,” she rasped. 
 
    “Good.” He kissed her mouth with his fingers still inside her, with her pussy squeezing onto him. 
 
    “Later,” she began to insist, “…you had bett—” 
 
    “Uh-uh. No. The agreement. I get to do anything, and this…” He pushed them in and out again. When he twisted his hand, she felt the knuckles of his fist on her inner thigh. Her fingers found her legs and dug in. “This is my anything.” 
 
    Her chin was below his shoulder, and her eyes peeked over, enough to see this was entertaining the others. Despite this obscenity he exposed her to, her eyelids fluttered down. 
 
    The feel of this. 
 
    What he was doing made her wish him to be silent, so she could simply exist, to feel, and be nothing else. Her heartbeat pounded in her head, expanding, dominating her mind. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, to get him to be quiet, so that throb could take her over, that all-consuming pulse from the hardness of his fingers where they occupied her pussy. 
 
    Then he sucked them out of her and leaned back. Fascinated, mouth agape, she watched all below—past the dangling clamps with their bells and between their bodies, as he wiped his fingers on her dress. 
 
    “The dragon chess awaits! Though I am loath to interrupt such beautiful vulgarity. Sir, remove that hand from inside her and let us play. I will be glad you prepared her for me. And make sure your hand is clean and dry.” 
 
    Po did not think her face could blush any hotter. 
 
    John turned away and stood, while pulling her to her feet. She must stumble after him, half-naked with those clamps taunting her, all the way to the head of the table where the board was laid out. Only by a quick flight of her hand did she stop the red dress from sliding all the way off her. 
 
    Dragon chess or Nar-quar-do. Swaying, she looked at the board. 
 
    To master it took decades, or so it was said. She’d had enough lessons against the masters of her court to make her eyes glaze over. Not that she would call herself great at playing this. 
 
    “You will sit there.” The prince directed her to the side of the board, and she kneeled on the rug. “Keep your pretty musical chest out where we can see it. May I touch her?” 
 
    “No,” John answered. “Not unless I say she needs correcting.” He smiled at her grimly. 
 
    A warning. 
 
    When he reached for a chess piece, those big fingers wrapping over the ivory, she recalled the feel of them inside her. 
 
    At either end of the board, the prince and John sat on large cushions, studying where the pieces loomed, the dragons and knights, warriors, queens, and kings. 
 
    It was soon clear they were evenly matched, or so it seemed to her. Though neither was a master, she thought she could see the strategy of the prince. If John let him corner his dragon warrior, he would swamp the defenses and win by attrition.  
 
    She wondered if John knew the tapping code of the Bitzocoin army intelligence corps and she subtly let her hand brush his knee and began to tap. Quietly, of course, and her body should shield her fingers from the prince’s gaze, as well as the board where it overhung their knees. 
 
    John made the right move next, and the next one also. In five more moves, Prince Drake was trapped into a failing situation. 
 
    “It will be checkmate soon,” John said. “Do you wish to concede, lord?” 
 
    The prince sighed, stroking his chin. “Only if you let me fuck your slave girl.” 
 
    Po gasped. The prince slyly studied her. 
 
    But John did not react, apart from a slight narrowing of his eyes. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    It was inevitable however, and the prince soon had his forces swept from the board. He tut-tutted and gave in, toppling his dragon king. 
 
    “I concede. The game is done. Though if I were a truly observant man, I would accuse you of getting help from the girl.” 
 
    “There was none, lord.” 
 
    “Of course not. If I knew how, I would have you strung up by the testicles while we all fucked her with something sharp and spiky, but…” He gestured and servants ran in to remove the board. “You may return to your seat and do what I said you must, if you won. Amuse me.” 
 
    “Of course.” John bowed his head, rose, and towed her back to their place at the table. By then her nipples were alternately on fire or numb. If they were left clamped for any longer, it might permanently injure them. 
 
    She sat, hissing as the chains swung and stirred more pain. Her breasts were definitely twice as heavy as before. 
 
    “Breathe,” John said, and he opened and pulled them both off her nipples, swiftly, while she was still thinking of whether infecting him with a fatal disease would be suitable punishment. 
 
    Fleetingly, he smiled, before he lowered his head sucked on her, right in front of everyone, again. 
 
    By then she was utterly confused as to right and wrong. 
 
    What was the best response to having one’s boobs abused in public before a royal prince who did not know what she was for sure, but possibly suspected it? 
 
    Though the nerves in her nipples screamed, she remained silent as he continued the lewd gesture, sucking, licking… sucking some more. My my. Hmmm. So attentive. She wriggled. To her dismay, her pussy squeezed out wetness. 
 
    Which should never have happened, her princess conscience decided to butt in with. 
 
    These past few days had been upside down in every way. 
 
    She placed her hand on his head, fingers scrunching in like her nipples were, and quietly let out the groan of carnal frustration she’d been holding in all night. 
 
    Chuckling, John sat up and pulled her onto his lap facing him, arranging her. “Spread your legs, girl,” he said, making sure she put her knees to either side of him. His erection was blatantly poking up, jutting the cloth of his pants upward. 
 
    “You know what he wants me to do to you?” 
 
    “Mmm,” was all she would admit to. Oh dear. 
 
    This night would not end well. 
 
    “The one thing you should know is this.” He pressed her head up, using his fist beneath her chin. “I’m going to enjoy this, and so will you. You’re going to come and scream for me, and being here will make it even better for you.” 
 
    How dare he say that. She struggled with how to answer, mouth opening, closing. 
 
    “Shush. I’ve seen how aroused you get when I finger you or kiss you, even when you see them all watching, the dirty bastards that they are. No one will know after a week. Remember that.” 
 
    A lie, surely. 
 
    Except her breasts were still bared, damp with his saliva, and aching, and the skin around her nipples a darker red from him abusing them. With her legs spread, so was her pussy, making her feel as if her cunt were inviting him in. As if she were. 
 
    And she remembered his fingers violating her while everyone watched, and… He was right. “Damn you,” she whispered. 
 
    “You are my very naughty princess.” He pressed his forehead into hers. “And I’m going to punish you for that swearing.” 
 
    “Oh.” Po lowered her eyes and drew a deep breath. “I do not think you are nice.” 
 
    John laughed out loud. “Thank the heavens for that.” 
 
    “Lovebirds!” The prince pounded the table. “Do something to her. We grow bored!” 
 
    John drew away. “You’re not to look at anyone but me, unless of course it turns you on.” 
 
    Then he swiveled, turned himself to face the table and the silver tray again, so that she could only see what he was picking up if she craned her neck. 
 
    She glimpsed the silver spiky dildo and hissed, sucking in air over her teeth. “No!” 
 
    “You don’t get to say any noes,” John said, absentmindedly. “In any case, I want something to stuff in your ass while I fuck you, and spikes are not good for that.” 
 
    What! She clutched his back. 
 
    “This is too sharp. This, however…” 
 
    Again she looked, almost afraid to. He held the silver saltshaker, the one shaped like a small phallus, with a flared base like the ginger the prince had stuck in the slave girls. 
 
    No, she mouthed. Her obstinate and not-nice man ignored her, and brought the shaker around between them, then he put it between her legs. He wormed it around, sticking it slowly into her, rotating it, further… further. 
 
    So hard and cold, though his fingers were there too. She snapped shut her eyes. A foreign hard thing. It wasn’t going in her ass though, which was a plus, especially since it had begun to awaken her again. Lust swam in, languidly. 
 
    This night was a seesaw of desire. Ups, downs, and things being shoved inside her going in and out. 
 
    “Admit it my sweet girl, you like being manhandled, violated, made to do things you could never have dreamed of.” 
 
    Eyes still closed, she shook her head, but a whimper was pulled from her as he extracted the shaker from inside her. 
 
    “Wet enough now. I can feel it. Now it goes elsewhere.” 
 
    Oh. That was why. She ducked her head and moaned as he pushed it into her nether hole, just as the prince had done with the others. 
 
    Not there. Not. There. 
 
    “Relax.” He found her clit with his other hand and toggled it in little circles, while he kissed her mouth, her neck, the tops of her breasts, and all the while she held onto his shoulder or his back and tried not to imagine what was happening back there. 
 
    “Going in, and in even more,” he sang softly. 
 
    Oh. Fuck. It had popped past some internal resistance and stayed in her; hardness where there should not be anything. 
 
    His fingertip circled the base, round and around. 
 
    “It’ll stay. Now to do more.” 
 
    She heard him unbutton, unbuckle a belt, then the tinkle of metal as he opened his pants, and she knew, of course, what was next. 
 
    He meant to put his cock in her, with all of them seeing her doing this. 
 
    John took both her breasts in his hands. “Up. You will go up then come down on my cock and you will sit all the way down.” 
 
    “Wait.” She breathed. She thought. 
 
    It excited her, immensely. It was awful to do so, to want this, but she did. 
 
    “Up.” He encouraged her to rise, using her breasts as handles, pushing her higher. 
 
    So she rose on her knees and pretended it was all his doing, and opened her eyes in time to see his studying her face just as her cunt met the head of his cock, just as she began to feel her lips parting down there, swallowing him. 
 
    Slow. 
 
    Slow. 
 
    Oh, the ecstasy that bloomed, shivered in, ran wild through her. 
 
    She sank, not once releasing her gaze from his, knowing they joined, that she was impaled on him. 
 
    Her little sobs on the way down, had her heart kicking at her, made desire swell, and when he began to revolve his finger around her sore but somehow happy nipples, she gave a loud cry and shoved herself lower, then, only then, did she arch backward. 
 
    The slide, the large thing penetrating her. It was… 
 
    It was exquisite. Miniature orgasms seemed to burst through her, and she sat on him stuck, impaled, fully penetrated but still for a few seconds. 
 
    Then he made her rise again and then lower herself. 
 
    His thrusting began. The saltshaker in her rear hole flowered whole new feelings that merged with what was done to her pussy. 
 
    Soon she was sobbing and crying out with every sink and rise and, if she paused, John drove upward into her. 
 
    Caught in an immense wave of desire, muscles stiffening, her head thrown back, she squeezed onto him and rocked. In that moment, he found her clit and stimulated it. The sounds as she was speared, the wet sounds added to the carnality, the awesomeness. Soon, soon, he wrought a final shattered whimper from her as she orgasmed onto his cock. The saltshaker felt impossibly hard, as she clamped down, taut, shaking, coming. 
 
    Coming… 
 
    She panted, clutching at the man before her, hands slipping down his rocklike shoulders, bowing forward. Spent. 
 
    Limp, she let him turn her as he stood and then bend her over the table, shoving her, breasts squashing down and sliding. He fucked her then, jarring the table as their flesh banged into it, coming inside her, with the tablecloth bunched and sliding, the dishes rattling, and the crowd cheering them on. 
 
    It was only in the aftermath, as she lay struggling to catch her breath, with John wiping her down with cloths, and her knees aching from hitting something below, did she hear the prince say words that brought silence from the others. 
 
    “I am curious as to where you learned to fuck like that, and also to play chess as you did, John.” 
 
    Why were they quiet? She turned her head to hear better. 
 
    “My brother, lord. He is very good at both.” John sounded unmoved by either the sex or the silence, or the question. 
 
    “I have heard, a few days ago, of two brothers, who are known to the princess of our neighboring country, Bitzocoin. One is supposedly her fiancée and lost, abducted, while the brother has himself stolen away Princess Pollianna, a lovely redhead like your slave girl you just fucked. No relation?” 
 
    “None whatsoever, lord.” 
 
    “Good. For if I thought you were related, I would make enquiries. Especially seeing your name is also John.” 
 
    Fuck. She swore that under her breath, into the napkin next to her mouth. 
 
    A princess should never swear in public. 
 
    A new rule was needed, she decided, while also wondering when her arms and legs would decide to let her rise. 
 
    Swearing is allowed in public if said princess has been violated and made to climax in front of her enemies. 
 
    The prince let them leave after that alarming exchange, but both she and John knew the situation had altered. 
 
    “I’ll be sending you both an invitation for tomorrow’s banquet, John,” the prince shouted as they reached the exit of the marquee. “I simply must get you to try my whips on her! A collar? Leash? Chains perhaps?” 
 
    His voice faded as they entered the darkness outside. 
 
    She’d not broken the pretense of being a slave. Not yet. It seemed the prince was safer when they let him imagine her cowed. Another night was the most they would get, surely, before he would trap her. 
 
    “We must leave before the next banquet,” she said, as they reached the wagon. “If we can?” 
 
    “Yes. I agree. This is too dangerous now. But he will expect us to try escaping.” 
 
    And if caught doing so, that would be the end of pretending, and might be the end of them. 
 
    “By the way,” John added. “What was all the tapping on my knee while I played chess?” 
 
    So he didn’t know the tap code? “Nothing.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    Best not to tell him that her actions might have had him strung by his testicles. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Maybe they’d grown used to him surrendering to their will? Xander wasn’t sure. But as they lowered him into the coffin, he did know the corked ampoule of antidote he’d pickpocketed from the Storyteller was inside his pants pocket. It worked quickly, but now was not the time to use it. Somehow, he would have to swallow it after they sedated him but before the drug stopped his arms working. 
 
    Near impossible. 
 
    From now on, every chance he had would be weighed up. Not yet. Not this time. They watched him through the glass of the closing lid, and already his eyelids were heavy. 
 
    As they lowered the lid fully, he threw up a floppy arm and met the glass with a bang. 
 
    What if he broke it? 
 
    Beyond the dirty glass was a curved white wall with a vine of thorns strangling it, climbing higher. He followed its path and there at the very top was a conical lid of blue tiles. 
 
    This was… he wracked his brain for the answer. A tower? 
 
    He remembered those. The tower slid into an out-of-focus muddle. His hand slipped down the glass and landed by his side. 
 
    “Go to sleep,” said the Storyteller, with muffled voice. He lifted the lid a foot. “We will rest here a few days, while I seek transport across the sea.” 
 
    “Sleep? You drug me.” 
 
    “It is sleep if I say it is.” 
 
    “Another of your lies? I heard your others. I know a lie when I hear one.” He coughed and felt spit lodge in his throat. “I am an artist at scams, falsehoods, and lies, and you, sir, you lie.” 
 
    He’d made the word lie into the worst of slaps. It was a veritable dagger to this man’s heart, because he knew how to shape words, artful words, nice words, and vicious, hurtful words. 
 
    “Hahah-hah.” The Storyteller waited for his soldiers to leave, then a smile split his face and he leaned over Xander. 
 
    “You call them lies. I name them illusions. They infect those I give them to and multiply like good little mice. Remember I sent your brother to Hell? I also took your brother’s heart. I ripped it from him, and discarded it, or so he believes, and belief is all. I threw his heart away.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, it is a yes. Your brother is doomed. No one has ever escaped my illusions, sir. My very wonderful Infectious Illusions. No one except for you. You will never see him again.” 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated]  waited at the wagon, perched on the end of the driver’s bench, while John went and found Ruth and Shades. Rocky was tied to the wagon along with Pearbottom. Po had already changed into traveling clothes, and the saddle bags were packed for an emergency departure. The others arrived while she was staring out across the campfires on the periphery of the caravans. Now and then a rider would pass between her and a fire, blocking the firelight, so she knew the guards were out there and vigilant. So many of them. 
 
    It was a worry. 
 
    Ruff arrived too and he bang-bounced up onto the seat in one leap and began sniffing her hand, as if she might have some food for him. The moonlight showed his white fur covered in sticky flowers—some of them woven into garlands, and she couldn’t help giggling at the sight. 
 
    “He has befriended the children here. They make him out to be a baby when they play,” Shades said. 
 
    “Ah.” It was a sad reminder that they were the outsiders here. “And the other matter?” She smiled wanly. “Is it possible? I’ve been watching all the mounted guards. The prince will surely have told them of us.” 
 
    “Ten of my cyclans might have trouble if they did not concentrate their efforts. It will not be simple but Rocky, your horse, is well enough to ride. One could distract them and loose their other horses, kill a few. I can see all of them easily with this, even in the night.” He tapped his artificial eyeball. 
 
    Shades planned to be a suicide rearguard? “Nooo. That is not a plan!” 
 
    John spoke up. In his hands were a weapons belt with the holstered wheel-lock pistols. “I will do this, alone, and no one will get hurt, except for…” He looked outward as he buckled the belt. “Them.” 
 
    “John. No. Not you too. We move as a unit. You cannot.” 
 
    He eyed her. “And you agreed to obey me. I’m telling the truth. I can do this. Give me five minutes, then move out that way.” He pointed. “Besides, Shades said he can navigate through the volcanic field up there. This, now, is my day, my time when I rule.” 
 
    The red glow on the horizon signaled where the volcano waited. 
 
    She swung her gaze from John to Shades and back then sighed. She had agreed to obey, but not for this, for sex. Still, she sensed an assured arrogance in him. 
 
    Of course, that was him as he was most days. He’d always said he was a perfect killer. Something about him had struck her as fearsome from the moment they met—likely because his eyes were on fire, and he said he’d killed demons in Hell. 
 
    “It is night, not day, John. But… okay. If you are lying to me, I will track you down in the afterlife and—” 
 
    “You won’t. I won’t be there.” Then he grinned. “Besides, you’d only get your ass spanked. Five minutes. Then you follow.” He held up his splayed hand then turned and loped into the night. 
 
    “Dayum,” Ruth breathed. “You two have progressed.” 
 
    As if the spanking was what should concern them. She shook her head. “Who is timing this?” 
 
    “Me.” Shades tapped the side of his head. “Internal clock.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. That’s my man, though trying to sacrifice yourself when we need you for the volcano part was stoopid.” Ruth smacked his shoulder lightly. 
 
    Shades said nothing, seeming quieter than was his normal, his mouth downturned. 
 
    “You think he’ll be okay then, Ruth?” Po nodded in the vague direction of where John had run, for he was no longer visible. 
 
    “Yep. I do, Miss Po. The man spoke truth. I am more concerned for the guards.” 
 
    The first sign something was happening out there was a cut-off yelp, then horses stampeded and guards galloped by. Po’s heart raced too. Flashes and bangs seemed to show where guns were firing, and since the Kostanians had not yet caught on to the new fashion of shooting things much at all, she was certain that was John and his wheel-locks. She counted the shots, and there were gaps in between when she heard yells, or saw a body drop from a horse before a campfire. 
 
    The five minutes were up only a little while after the last gunshot. By then there was a lot of yelling and screaming, and people fleeing to left and right. 
 
    Po was already mounted on Pearbottom. Ruth, Shades, and her headed in the indicated direction, with Rocky on a lead that Ruth held. 
 
    They passed slumped bodies, saddled horses trotting without riders, and one severed head, but they did not stop. Po ceased counting the dead after twelve, because that was more than the bullets the guns had held, and it was getting gruesome to imagine what was happening in the dark. 
 
    Something about how Shades reacted bothered her, how he stared at the bodies they passed. 
 
    Hours later, with the moon high and painting the road surface in paleness, they paused at the foot of the mountainside that was the beginning of the volcano. They stood in the middle of the track, unsure of what to do if John failed to turn up, and also sure that if there were pursuit, they were making themselves obvious. 
 
    But they had to wait for him. 
 
    After looking about alertly, as if scanning the surrounding forest for people, and perhaps he could do that, Shades bent over with his hands on his knees. She heard a whirr from his joints, noticed the blue of his eye was subdued. Then Po recalled he’d said he could adjust the brightness, and the responses of his leg and arm also. To be able to fiddle with your own senses was unique, but she wondered what was happening now, for his hands were shaking. 
 
    Ruth trundled over, her two birds asleep on her shoulder rather than on the rucksack roof. Ruff had abandoned her and was ahead, sniffing the track and eager to go onward. 
 
    “Are you okay, Shades?” She put her arm over him, and once more Po thought they were a good match, in size at least, if not in… Was it species or race? 
 
    A cyclan must be human, and Ruth was simply a bigger variety of human. And if he wasn’t really human? She cocked her head. They had in a way taught her that nothing mattered except that you liked the other person—not size or sex or whatever. 
 
    “I am okay,” she heard him say, with his voice shaking too. 
 
    “Was it the dead?” 
 
    He nodded. “It brought back that day, the terrible slaughter.” 
 
    And yet Shades had almost volunteered to go out and kill? Po didn’t quite understand. 
 
    “I should’ve helped John.” 
 
    “I don’t think he wanted or needed it. It would have gone badly. Not everyone needs to be good at killing.” 
 
    “John would—” 
 
    “John does not regard his skill as a blessing. Neither should we. You’re a good man. Breathe. I will stay with you and help you get over this, for as long as you wish me to.” 
 
    There was silence then, “Thank you.” 
 
    Po left them alone. It seemed wise, and it would be intruding to do anything else. 
 
    John emerged from the darkness lower down the track where trees shielded it from the moon. He was mounted on a chestnut mare with his guns holstered. As he came nearer, he looked as calm as a man out for a picnic, with only a few splashes of something dark and wet shining on his shirt reflecting the recent carnage he had wrought. 
 
    They hugged and spoke a moment, then all of them rode or jogged up the mountainside track. From here on they must rely on Shades to find a safe path. He might think he’d failed but what he was doing was crucial. Funny how these people were happy to risk their lives for others they barely knew. 
 
    She said so to John, who turned in the saddle and stared at her. 
 
    “It is, and I’m grateful.” 
 
    “You seem unhappy?” she ventured. “We escaped without a scratch on us.” 
 
    “True. You think this was good or easy? I killed who I had to, scared a few with my eyes, words. They were not nobodies.” 
 
    Though he paused it was obvious he had more he wished to say. 
 
    “They had families, kids, hope. I never kill easily.” 
 
    Which raised him in her eyes. He’d clearly thought on this a lot, as he should. 
 
    “Yes. I see, and I agree with you. Remember though, the prince would have tortured us all. Or worse.” 
 
    Ruth was walking ahead with Shades and Ruff, and she glanced back over her shoulder at them then seemed to decide it was none of her business. 
 
    It was a minute before John answered, so long that she thought he’d forgotten to answer. 
 
    “The prince is a terrible man, however…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “So am I.” 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated]  his internal Glorious Pathway Sensing, Shades led them higher, into the path of lava, across thin ridges, over chasms, and not once did Po fear them losing their way. The heat from the volcano’s crater permeated the air, filled it with the stink of acid and sulfurous fumes, but they trekked onward, at times padding the horse’s hooves with dampened cloth. Ruff would hop into the saddle when his paws grew sore. 
 
    Her boots held up well. 
 
    For a man who feared the death of the battlefield, Shades bore the dangers as well as any—inscrutable would be the best description of him. 
 
    For over two days they trekked and passed the peak and began the descent. The lava streams were fewer, though they stopped to eat lunch where a steaming chasm loomed to the left. 
 
    Po was used to it, and whenever she was done with a bread crust or rind of fruit, she tossed it over the edge to watch it fall. Nearby, Ruth sat with her shop rucksack unloaded but not unfolded, behind her on a shelf of rock. Her bluebirds rested on it, preening and eating a handful of seed. Ruff was further along this plateau of rock, where John and Shades were playing catch with a leather ball Ruth had retrieved from her usual cache of everything ever needed to mankind. 
 
    While chewing a mouthful of dried tomato, Po decided to avail herself of Ruth’s advice. It couldn’t hurt, could it? 
 
    Grimacing, she spat out a bitter piece of the tomato and threw it. A bird swooped down, one of the many gray ones that existed up here, nesting on cliffs, and snatched the scrap from the air. It flew off squawking. 
 
    The one good thing about the Prince’s banquets had been eating normal food again. She couldn’t help pining for roast quail and salads comprised of the most delicate ingredients with piquant sauces drizzled over them, and cracked pepper, a fine dusting of gold and… 
 
    Po sighed. 
 
    “Ruth, what do you know of true love and what I like to call true lust?” 
 
    “Oh my!” Ruth chuckled. “You made up the last one. Most of us just call it lust. Let me see…” 
 
    John threw the ball again. Shades caught it, tossed it back with a bit of extra effort. It whistled as it spun, such was the speed. Her eyebrow cranked up. She’d forgotten his metal one was super strong. The aim was poor though, and it hurtled a few feet past John’s shoulder and out over the chasm. Ruff, watching avidly, judging from the swing of his poofy, floofy body, had decided it was his, and he launched… 
 
    Into space. 
 
    Over the chasm. 
 
    Heart instantly ascending into screaming mode, Po leaped to her feet, clutching nothing with her fist at her side, as if she could grab and rescue Ruff. “No, oh no.” That came out a frightful whisper. 
 
    Ruth had stood too; everyone was watching with their hearts in their mouths or in John’s case, with whatever was in his chest. 
 
    The floof machine plummeted and vanished from view, then she heard a faint squawk, and he bounced up the cliff face to land skidding beside John. 
 
    Shades saw them watching and raised an arm, waving it. “He’s okay! He rebounded off a bird flying by, then up the cliff!” 
 
    What the… It was ridiculous, but then Ruff was the most maniacal creature when he chose to be. He often sprinted ahead a half a mile then returned. 
 
    Relief flooding her, Po lowered herself into a cross-legged position again. “No more ball throwing, you two!” 
 
    They waved back at her. 
 
    “Tarnation.” 
 
    Ruth laughed again. “Gave me a start too. Now where were we. True love and lust? Hmmm. I believe true love often has a lot of lust too. Separating them is difficult. Where does one start and the other end? In young uns like you, it’s like sifting the air from smoke.” 
 
    “Go on.” She had the diary Ruth had given her at her side and wondered if this was like princess lessons, where she should be taking notes. 
 
    “Love has ingredients all mixed up, such as caring for them, wanting to help them do their best… worrying about them…” 
 
    Here, Po noticed how Ruth’s gaze had drifted to Shades. Hmmm. Telling. 
 
    “Being willing to sacrifice some of your happiness for them, and loving them because of and in spite of their flaws and weaknesses.” 
 
    “Damn. Knew I should’ve taken notes. That’s complicated.” She lay back, propped her head on the saddle bag she’d removed from Pearbottom. The mare was grazing around the corner on the small area of grass they’d found her and Rocky. They’d freed the other horse to return to the caravan. Water and grain were getting sparse. They needed to get out of these mountains soon. 
 
    “What is your weakness, Ruth, do you think?” 
 
    “Me. Ohhh, caring too much for others. Bad habit of mine.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I call that a lovely habit.” Po shifted her head into a better spot. “You know, John thinks he has no heart inside him. Really. But I am sure I can hear it.” Her words drifted into quietness as she stared at the clouds wandering by above. It was peaceful here. 
 
    “If you believe that then I believe it has to be there. Hang onto that belief.” 
 
    “Okay. I will.” 
 
    “True love can be like lightning, Po, but to keep it you need the other things to come along, and often you need to make good choices.” 
 
    That was getting too vague for her. Choices? She had no idea what that meant though she had been thinking about choices herself, lately. 
 
    “Such as, I have noticed how you have changed, how you and John act together. You made a choice there?” 
 
    Po felt herself blushing. She really should train herself not to blush. 
 
    “I suppose I did.” And she was definitely not telling Ruth about the choice she’d made in the wagon the night he deflowered her. 
 
    “I have decided that no one is ever free, not even, or especially not even, a princess.”  
 
    And then she remembered she had never quite told Ruth she was a princess, had she? Everyone seemed to have figured it out, though. 
 
    “However.” She held up a finger. “One can choose to be free-er. And I believe I have done that.” Partly by choosing this journey. “But a princess must always acknowledge her responsibilities.” 
 
    “Very good thinking, Po. If a ruler doesn’t do that, bad things happen.” 
 
    “Yes. You know that cloud up there looks like a dragon.” 
 
    “It does. Have you been writing in your diary?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    They discussed the pros and cons of writing things down and other important matters, while John, Shades, and Ruff climbed to the next highest point and looked out, no doubt trying to see where they must go. 
 
    When they descended, they urged her and Ruth to rise and come with them. 
 
    Having packed up everything, and with the horses on a lead, she followed them to the ridge. 
 
    When she crested the top of it, the view robbed her of breath. 
 
    “Beautiful.” 
 
    The sky was blue before them, clear for many miles apart from those fluffy white clouds. In the far distance, past a terrain of rocky hills, then past a checkerboard of farmlands, was a city that nestled at the edge of a sea. 
 
    But most remarkable of all, to her, was a slim white tower with a blue roof that sat on a hill a mile or two lower than them. It perched on rock, which seemed a strange place to build such a perfect piece of isolated architecture. 
 
    “I knew this mountain range was close to where I was born,” Ruth said in a hushed voice, from where she stood to Po’s right. “This is my homeland. There was no volcano here then. I’ve not been back for over a hundred years.” 
 
    Ruth was that old? “You lived here? There are no houses.” 
 
    “We lived beneath the ground, as some dwarf tribes do. That tower sits above a most sacred place. The Doors of Derayagungun. Where they stand lies far underground.” 
 
    The name seemed to echo in Po’s mind. Mayhap she needed a hearing test. “What are those?” 
 
    “Some say magic. Some say an unknown science.” Ruth shrugged. “What I do know is that the day I crawled to a place that was forbidden to all dwarfs, only two of the ten doors still worked. I ran through the one with an inscription in dwarf, even though dwarfs did not make the doors: Enter and beware. Your greatest weakness will become your strength. Your greatest strength, your weakness.” 
 
    She’d just told them, Po realized, how she had become a giant. An innocent adventure and the terrible mistake of a child playing. 
 
    Though John turned to study Ruth, and he clearly saw the significance of her words, Shades was preoccupied. 
 
    “That tower,” Shades said, “is well within the range of my eye. The windows are devoid of glass and nothing obstructs my view. No trees. No rocks.” 
 
    Why was he going to such detail? Her curiosity stirred. 
 
    John must know. He remained unmoved, staring toward the tower, with the wind lacing itself through his dark hair and tossing it about. His spectacles made him as unreadable as ever.  
 
    Shades continued. “The coffin you seek resides there, on the lower floor.” 
 
    They’d found Xander? 
 
    “There are six guards only, and horses, but I have seen no evidence of the man John calls the Storyteller. We should be able to reach the tower by dusk.” 
 
    “When we can sneak in,” John said. “They won’t expect us, and for once I will not be killing men.” 
 
    She stared. “They are Thulians? Have you seen their faces, Shades?” 
 
    “I saw one, and he might be called an abomination, if you want to label people who are non-human such a thing. They have tentacles curling where their mouths should be. But then, I am not one to condemn, being half metal myself.” 
 
    John grunted. “Truth. Still, it will be a relief not to see death in a man’s eyes.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing, table  Description automatically generated] moment came for Xander and he seized it, as one should—swallowed the antidote from the uncorked ampoule, then let the hand concealing the tiny bottle flop from his mouth. The guards were lax without their master. It had been days and surely the Storyteller would return soon. 
 
    He’d taken the chance, used the only dose he had, though from memory they seemed to give him more than a single ampoule to wake him. Of course, he could never remember that part of the day well. 
 
    Already the surge of life within was energizing him, bringing warmth to his fingers and toes. He would escape once he judged them likely to be asleep. He would do anything he must do to get free. Kill anyone who tried to stop him. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    Alas by nightfall, his vision was still blurred and his limbs were not functioning at their full efficiency. 
 
    He had to try. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    As Shades had predicted, by the time they negotiated their way to the tower, evening had brought its shadows down upon them and the tower. She told John she did not know if the Thulians could see in the dark, or anything of their prowess as warriors. He shrugged, addressed the loading of his pistols, even though she’d seen him check them previously. 
 
    Then he signaled to Shades to stay put and ran, doubled over, into the blacker shadows at the base of the tower. 
 
    The only cover in the vicinity was rocks and small shrubs and so they stayed below the edge of the rocks. 
 
    Po waited with her fingers interlaced with each other in her lap. The horses were further back where their noises should be too distant or dismissed as those of wild animals. 
 
    There was always a chance these Thulians were the ones who could best John. Overconfidence could be his downfall. She chewed her lip, even chewed at one fingernail. Her stomach spawned an entire squadron of butterflies and worms. 
 
    There came the bangs and the flashes of his guns, same as at the caravan, then silence fell. 
 
    More silence. 
 
    Then a little more. 
 
    Crickets began to chirp. 
 
    She was cursing under her breath by then. 
 
    A few minutes after this they heard a whistle, then John shouting. 
 
    “All clear! Come and see. Xander is here! And alive!” 
 
    She would excuse his tardiness. He must have been checking the entire height of the tower. 
 
    Even as she sprinted with the others, Po recalled John’s words about seeing death in men’s eyes, and how Shades had wondered if these were simply different people, no matter what they looked like and the aforementioned tentacle mouths. 
 
    The first one had her shuddering. Ewww. 
 
    The tentacles were a foot long and there was blood leaking from a hole in the… person’s chest. 
 
    She whispered a prayer for them as she dashed by. 
 
    The six guards were sprawled from the doorway all the way inward, almost to where the coffin lay with the glass lid propped up. The interior of the tower was an open space, apart from the central well that held the spiraling staircase that she supposed went to the very top. 
 
    Her steps slowed. She’d been travelling with John for so long. Been without Xander. There’d been a vow, and their declarations of love and now, at the last step, doubt had seeded. 
 
    John had holstered his guns, and though his smile was grim, it was a smile. 
 
    She halted where she could only glimpse the body of the man inside. 
 
    “Is he okay?” 
 
    John shrugged, hands on the butts of his guns. “He breathes. I was hoping you might manage to wake him. They must have kept him asleep somehow.” 
 
    “Then…” 
 
    She stepped closer, felt her mouth spread slowly, up-curving into a hopeful smile, felt her heart attain that relieved glow that someone she needed to touch, to see, to feel with her, was alive. They had found him. Her eyes watered. 
 
    It was Xander. He seemed pink and healthy, though thinner. His clothes did smell musty but after weeks of travelling like this, she wasn’t going to mark him down for laundry problems. 
 
    Another step, and her hand grasped the edge of the coffin. Voice hushed, she spoke, almost fearing to wake him too suddenly, to damage his heart, to shock him… “Xander?” She feared something unpredictable and unknown to her. 
 
    Was this even the man she remembered? 
 
    “Xander?” Nothing still—no movement, apart from the rise and fall of his chest. She must give him time to recover. “He looks healthier than one might expect after all this time in here, in this horrid coffin. You’re right. He must have been wakened at times, and so…” She looked to John. “Have you searched for any drugs on these dead Thulians?” 
 
    Grimacing, she indicated the room and the bloodied bodies lying in grotesque arrangements on the ancient, blue-tiled floor. A few Thulians were tangled with each other. More than a few of their chests or heads exhibited gaping holes. 
 
    “We can, and I will, but I thought a swifter method might be…” He shrugged, eyebrows rising. “If it is true love then a kiss might work?” 
 
    As in the fairytale? 
 
    “John… You are serious? From me?” My goodness. “That would be altogether too fantastical.” 
 
    Yet she studied Xander’s face, his mouth, craving a kiss for some strange reason, now she’d thought about the idea. 
 
    “Is it not worth a try?” He took her hand and pulled her to where she could lean in and kiss Xander. “I want you to.” 
 
    And if it didn’t work? Oh phooey. 
 
    “Okay.” She leaned over Xander, noting the solid handsomeness of his square jaw and the fairness of his short hair, with that cute curl showing wherever it grew a little longer. And she stretched some more and leaned some more, until the edge caught her waist and she slid. 
 
    Mere fractions of air separated her mouth from his. Po looked at Xander for one more moment then she did what she really, really wished to, even though a sliver of dread remained to mock her. 
 
    What if he never woke? Why would her kiss work? 
 
    And yet, yet, a miracle, or magic, or something wonderful at any rate, happened. Xander stirred, his breathing deepened. She was sure his eyelids flickered. 
 
    The barest second after her lips had pressed to his, he shivered then began to kiss her back. His lips moved under hers. His arm crept up and pulled her closer. Po sighed and all of the tensions of the past days of travel and terror and whatever other t’s might fit the situation, fell away from her. 
 
    This was the perfect end to their adventure. 
 
    As they kept on kissing, she felt rather than saw him move his other arm to lever himself upward, bending at the waist. The kiss kept going. 
 
    He was warm, and a man, and making her hotter than seemed appropriate in public, apart from the prince’s banquets. One of his hands cradled her jaw and then… she felt John move in behind her, and he laughed softly, and he too held her, around the waist with a hand to each hip, then one hand slowly slid downward to her ass. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispered glancing behind her. 
 
    “Yes?” John’s question was impossible to answer, here, now, sandwiched between them. 
 
    Xander’s hold on her jaw shifted, and he traced around her mouth as he looked at her. “Hello, my beautiful princess.” 
 
    An unexpected shyness arrived. 
 
    She covered his hand with hers, toying with his fingers, feeling the bumps where fingernails grew, the hardness of old callouses from swordplay or hard work. 
 
    He didn’t know what she and John had been… doing. What if she were wrong? 
 
    What if he hated that she’d said yes to John, and shared herself with his brother? How could she tell him? Though he must have noticed where John was standing—too close for a mere friend. 
 
    His gaze flicked past her shoulder, and she realized Ruth and Shades had moved outside to let them have privacy. 
 
    “Thank you, both of you, for coming for me.” 
 
    “Of course, we did.” 
 
    “We’re brothers. Of course I came, though I had to convince the princess.” He squeezed her butt, and she pretended not to feel it. Not yet. Too soon. This was the wrong place to say such intimate things. 
 
    If Xander recalled the vow, he’d decided it was no longer noteworthy. 
 
    Then Po remembered what had begun this. A sense of wonder suffused her next words. “I… I woke you with a kiss.” 
 
    She could barely believe it herself. 
 
    “Mmm. Forgive me, Po, it was his idea.” Xander cleared his throat. “I took the antidote earlier.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You have to admit it was a perfect romantic moment.” John chuckled. 
 
    “Oh! It was not.” Well, a little. “Apart from all the dead people?” Po levered herself away from Xander, then cleared her throat due to being flustered. She backed from her men—and was flustered even more—to think she’d called them her men. 
 
    “Who do I hit first?” 
 
    “Not me, unless you want yourself to get yourself in trouble and upended, with your butt bared while I do nasty things that will give poor Xander a heart attack.” 
 
    That made her brain cease to turn over. 
 
    Had he just? 
 
    Yes, he had. Open mouthed, she looked to Xander, who was shaking his head at John in exasperated amusement, she guessed, then back to John. 
 
    “What have you said to him already?” She swiped loose strands of hair from her face. 
 
    All three of them had eyes for each other and nothing else that might be happening. 
 
    Which rang alarm bells in Po’s mind. Dead bodies. Thulians. “Where is the Storyteller?” 
 
    “He has gone to the nearest port city to seek a ship.” Xander looked at the edge of the coffin and frowned. “Good point. We need to move. We don’t know when the Storyteller will return. Help me out of here, both of you. If you can find another dose to get me properly functioning? 
 
    “I apologize for John, my princess. Yes, he has told me much, but I am sure not everything.” 
 
    “Not everything, no.” John smirked. 
 
    A blazing-hot blush roared in. 
 
    Embarrassing, to imagine what he might tell Xander. Also, both of them were calling her my princess. And it was not the time to sort this out. 
 
    “We need to leave, now!” Shades ran in with Ruth behind him, though she stopped in the doorway, with her head outside, staring upward. “An airship is up there, and it’s anchoring. Now!” 
 
    A light flared and cruised across the ground outside, aimed from somewhere above. She’d seen lighthouses with similar lights but never anything this bright or mobile. 
 
    The tower vibrated and from above came the sound of something scraping across the outer brickwork of the tower. A door slammed up there. Boots clambered down the stairs, ringing on metal at first then muffled as they came to what was probably stone. 
 
    “Get me out,” Xander repeated. 
 
    She and John helped him climb and slide from the coffin, but his legs collapsed as he touched floor. At least he wore shoes. The horses were outside but reaching them would take far too long. 
 
    “Twenty stories up there, I estimate,” Ruth said, coming inside with Ruff beside her. His nose twitched suspiciously—not visibly but by now Po had the nuances of floof machine fur movement nailed. “We only have minutes. This Storyteller is dangerous if we even hear his voice?” 
 
    “Yes,” Xander said. “He can make you believe his lies if you hear him. I can resist but no-one else seems able to. You have horses? To beat an airship we’d—” 
 
    “That’s impossible. Even if we can reach the horses, an airship will catch us.” John put a hand to his pistol. “He is the one man I could not kill.” 
 
    “Then we must take my way. Below. It may be dangerous. There may be collapses, chasms, unsafe tunnels.” They each nodded to her questioning gaze. “Then follow me.” Ruth strode to the central stairwell. “To the Doors of Derayagungun.” 
 
    Such a long and complicated name. When Po named things, they would be short, sensible, and easily spelled. 
 
    In the stairwell, with the boots scraping, thudding, and sounding closer above, Ruth raised her hand in a fist. She spoke a word Po did not recognize, and she knew at least twenty languages. It sounded like someone grating rock. 
 
    “Was that dwarf?” Xander asked. “The word for door?” 
 
    “Yes. Dwarfs don’t do complicated passwords.” The floor made a grinding noise and light shot upward, slowly drawing a rectangle in the stone. A slab sank then slid aside. Above, Po heard shouting, but it was nothing intelligible. 
 
    If that were the Storyteller, understanding his words could spell their doom.  
 
    They must hurry. 
 
    Ruth picked up Xander as if he were a baby. “I will carry you, little one.” 
 
    “Only if you cease to insult me.” 
 
    Now she remembered part of what endeared the man to her—he had an awful sense of humor, he was smarter than John, and sometimes smarter than her. 
 
    With the door opened in the floor, steps leading downward were visible. 
 
    They fled down them with Ruff bouncing beside them. He’d seemed so devoted to chasing the Storyteller that she’d dreaded him racing upstairs instead. Though the stairs were stone, and this was underground, a soft glow brightened the cracks of the rocks, lighting their way and showing the stairs widening into something below that might take eight or ten people abreast. Past that section they wound downward out of sight. 
 
    They ran as fast as they could, tripping sometimes, cursing, then doing nothing more than striving to get enough air to breathe, to not exhaust their strength before they came to the end. 
 
    They heard shouting above, and once a rain of arrows flitted by them, heading straight down like a lethal shower of rain, ricocheting off the steps they hit, and spinning sideways into space. Ten or more seconds later they heard the clink and clatter of the spent arrows hitting the very bottom. 
 
    Shades took Xander from Ruth. He’d had to as she was staggering. They kept going, reduced to a small jog rather than a leaping sprint, but they kept going. The last few steps to reach the bottom floor found them exhausted. They simply had to pause, even though the enemy sounded closer. 
 
    What were these Thulians fueled by? Candlewax? Coal? At least golems were slower, Po thought, gasping. Her legs wobbled. All those who had run were panting and exhausted, even Shades and Ruth. Only Xander and Ruff were unaffected. 
 
    This area was vast and the shadows deep. Sounds took forever to echo. A wall showed, faintly, far ahead and past a long line of doors. 
 
    Hands on her knees, catching her breath, she glared at the floof machine. “If only I had a battalion of you.” 
 
    “He was the pet of the man who made the coffin,” Xander said, thoughtfully. “I recognize him. Persistent creature.” 
 
    “Ruth believes he seeks to kill the Storyteller.” 
 
    “Ahhh. Well he did tell the coffin maker to throw himself off a roof. I applaud you, little one.” 
 
    Po stood straight, inhaled, and decided she was ready to keep running. “His name is Ruff.” 
 
    “Come, we cannot stop here.” Ruth said. “If we continue to the opposite wall, there is a long tunnel then a place where I can wedge the entrance shut and perhaps make the ceiling collapse.” 
 
    They alternated between walking and jogging toward the line of doors. These stood by themselves without any wall to support them. By taking a sideways steps, she could see both front and back of most, though the first door, which stood in rippled sand, vanished if seen from the back. 
 
    The second door was actually the front of a tall wardrobe and was covered with carved ornamentation. A lion’s head was also carved into the timber. 
 
    The third door was dark blue and had signs all over that said things that did not make sense:
POLICE PUBLIC CALL BOX 
 
    A glass object like a lantern perched above. What was a police box? Or a public call? It was puzzling, but she memorized the sign. Perhaps one day she could return to do research. 
 
    The fourth door was a grungy, paneled, white door with chains crisscrossing it. Clearly it was not safe to open according to the scrawled handwritten sign: 
 
    DO NOT GO OUT. 
 
    She decided not to ever touch that one. 
 
    The fifth door was small, white, and knee height, and seemed to be a cupboard. In the lock was a gold key with red ribbon attached. 
 
    The next one was purple with a large square, but opaque, window in the top half, and an attached box with a slot. With more writing on another sign: TOLLBOOTH. She shook her head. Another mystery. 
 
    Po peered ahead of her, looking for perils, holes, and sundry monsters. These lost places always had monsters, or so she’d heard. Dust was underfoot, as well as small rocks that must have fallen from the ceiling a mile overhead. 
 
    To take her mind off the dangers, she asked Ruth, “These are the Doors of Derayagungun?” 
 
    The round one she was passing was set into the floor and had a lid with a rabbit engraved on it. It seemed obvious what they were—magical doors—yet they were quiescent and showed no sign of activity. 
 
    “Yes. When I was young and small, I played here. The dwarfs unearthed them while extending our city. I went through this one.” She pointed. 
 
    A few doors ahead, a door possessed a faint, unearthly light that limned the frame. 
 
    “So this was why you began to grow?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    So, the doors were only mostly dead. 
 
    “I usually don’t say the truth of how it happened. There are those who would believe these doors are something to be dug up and sold. I don’t even know if you can move them…” 
 
    The tramp of boots following had grown louder yet. How was it the Storyteller gained on them? 
 
    Po turned to jog backward. Looking above at where they might be on the stairs, she glimpsed the hurried flash of legs or feet, or perhaps of tentacles. They too carried someone, gliding him downward. She had no doubt it was the Storyteller. 
 
    The Thulians were swift and had lent their master their speed. 
 
    “We must go faster!” she urged. “They are gaining on us!” 
 
    Shades groaned then paused, chest heaving. “Here.” He handed Xander to Ruth and swiped his arm across his forehead. As he turned again to run, a voice boomed out from behind them, reverberating, sinking into their flesh, their bones, their minds. 
 
    “Stop! You will wait for me.” 
 
    Though she heard Xander cry out No, she turned and waited with John and Ruth and Shades. 
 
    As the boots descended all the way to the ground floor and as the people who owned those feet tramped closer, she stayed in place. Feet wedged, glued, stuck. 
 
    These others didn’t hurry anymore. 
 
    Because they did not need to. 
 
    And it wasn’t even that she had a single thought to remind her she should be leaving, though she did have a memory of wanting to. 
 
    Memories of doing things wavered and sank. 
 
    Ruff, her fluffy friend, was making the oddest of noises and clinging to Shades’s ankles, circling him as if he were attached to the cyclan warrior by a string. For a second, she thought to go and comfort him but then, of course, she didn’t, because she shouldn’t. 
 
    The Thulians had bows up and strung, with arrows pointing her way, ready to loose. 
 
    The Storyteller strode among them—a shark surfing a sea of squid—far taller than the tentacled-mouthed soldiers. Far more imposing. His fair hair fell to his shoulders like twisted ropes. His coat was long and loose and brushed the floor. Stains showed at the hem. His eyes were pits of greenish fog. 
 
    Ahh, she thought, even in her weird stilled state. That explained it all—green eyes and bad fashion sense. He was going to kill them all, and she could do nothing. She barely even cared. 
 
    The soft light from the stairs created long, advancing shadows where the Storyteller and his small army blocked it from Po’s eyes. A forest of shadows, a seaweed of darkness. 
 
    He stopped five or six yards away and smiled. “Hello, my creatures. You are all mine. You, the big one, for your care of others. I will help you care. You, the killer, who I cast into Hell… I might throw you there again, mister heartless.” 
 
    The Thulians were getting tired or bored, and their bows drifted lower, aiming at the floor. One yawned. 
 
    The Storyteller looked at Po, and he sneered. 
 
    “And you are the princess who is too smart for her own good. You are the one I should have taken?” At that his meagre eyebrows rose. 
 
    “What a pity, Xander. False one. You, I will have thrown from the stairs as we leave. And you, big metal man… why can I not see your soul?” 
 
    Shades raised his head and though he shook terribly and his voice cracked with emotion, he said, “Have you stopped talking?” Ruff had run up his body to his hands, or maybe he’d picked up the bunny. He drew back his arm and flung Ruff straight toward the Storyteller, yelling, “Take this!” 
 
    The aim was bad. 
 
    Ruff bounced off the head of a Thulian, driving the soldier backward, arms flailing. The bunny ricocheted, twisted, realigned in mid-air. The next thing Ruff landed on was the Storyteller’s throat. His scream was abrupt and piercing as Ruff whirled like a child’s windmill toy, about his neck. 
 
    There were wet fleshy sounds. 
 
    Blood flew, spattering the warriors. Panicking, they raised their bows aiming here and there at the bunny and at Shades, Po, Ruth, or Xander. Her friends woke and threw themselves aside as strings were loosed from taut fingers, and arrows zipped about. 
 
    They all missed Ruff, a few went past the Storyteller and skewered fellow soldiers. Itwas difficult for them to shoot their master, accurately, when they really were aiming to hit the thing eating his neck. 
 
    Po had jumped sideways. She digested the horror of flying blood and gnawing floof machine, of screaming Thulians and toppling Storyteller, of John unholstering pistols and firing as he sprang to his feet. Of more arrows nocked. Of some of those being aimed at Xander. 
 
    Xander was sprawled on the stone and the only one unable to duck and run. Two Thulian bows swung his way, several more aimed at John, but the owners of the latter died in bursts of gun-flame and thudding bullet. 
 
    Po… not about to lose the man she had only just found, dived toward Xander, sliding across the stone and curling herself about him. 
 
    Something hard thudded into her back. Then another, and another, entered her back—arrows, three of, she catalogued. 
 
    Going to die then. Soon. 
 
    Yes. She coughed at the exuberant pain rampaging in. The shock and numbness came, but not all was numb. 
 
    Gods, it hurt. 
 
      
 
    PO 
 
    Her arms stayed about Xander for a few seconds before she simply had to cry out and let go. 
 
    Blood was creeping under her, wetting her clothes. The laundry girl was going to hate her. 
 
    “Oh, no. No. Pollianna, my princess. No,” Xander was saying soft, sobbing words, the wimp. 
 
    She frowned at him. “Shhh.” 
 
    He moved to wrap arms around her but seemed confused as to where to touch her. Oh, the arrows, of course. Instead he cradled her head. “Somebody fix her! Po is shot!” 
 
    “Have to… close my… eyes.” 
 
    “John!! Hey. You can’t die. Not now. Look, I have the locket still. Po?” 
 
      
 
    JOHN 
 
    The enemy were all dead. 
 
    This is not how it should end, he thought. 
 
    Turning, torn by future sorrow, knowing what he would see for he’d heard Xander’s cries, he saw his brother cradling Po and heard him scream again. Typical Po, trying to die now. Blood was a sea under her. 
 
    Red, even in the shadows beneath. Dark, horrible red. 
 
    Until that moment he had been doubtful as to his feelings for her. She called it lust. So had he. No longer. 
 
    Everyone has a time, once in their life, a time of revelation. 
 
      
 
    Love, not lust. Or was it potential love? He wasn’t sure anymore, if the lies had truly removed his heart. Maybe he didn’t need a heart to love. He wiped away the wetness on his face and remembered the door with the soft blue light that Xander lay before with Po. His eyes rose to the lintel, and there were human words, somehow penned as he read them, chiseled in the frame. 
 
    “Only the innocent or the pure of purpose should enter me. Your greatest strength shall be your weakness. Your greatest weakness, your strength.” 
 
    Verily, I am pure of purpose. John decided. Though he was definitely not innocent. 
 
    Even his boots were stained with the crimes of killing. 
 
      
 
    John left footsteps of red as he walked through the door. And as he did so he felt something kick to life in his chest. His heart returned. 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated]  opened her eyes for what she thought likely the last time. Her breaths were weak and ragged, her heart seemed likely to stop. Nothing was easy, with her eyelids heavy and threatening to close. She should’ve said goodbye. 
 
    This was not in the Princess Guide—what to do when dying. 
 
    Her voice was gone, the light around her dimming, the pain going away also, and she had a hunch that was a bad sign. 
 
    Death came and she was too young and had so much left to do. 
 
    John walked to her, and his eyes were purple. How many people around her had weird eyes now. Two? Three? Was this the latest trend? Did she count the Storyteller? Not a friend, her mind insisted. She was rambling, wasn’t she? 
 
    No. He was not a— 
 
    John had gone behind her, laid hands on her, and was trying to tear her lungs out through her back. She could feel him ripping at her flesh, hear the crunch. Her body rocked as he pulled. Her mouth gaped open. She’d scream if she could recall how to. 
 
    Blue flared bright, turning Xander’s face into ravines and ridges. Brighter. Brighter. 
 
    Pain, monstrous pain, roared back in and gobbled at her, eating up her flesh. 
 
    “Breathe,” John said. “Breath, damn you, Po!” 
 
    She inhaled, hard and long and rough. 
 
    Xander, paling and up on an elbow, stared at her. 
 
    “Stop that! It fucking hurts!” 
 
    Oops. Bad etiquette. 
 
    She rolled and punched John, once, shakily. That hurt too. 
 
    Where were the arrows? 
 
    Her gaze dropped to his hands where he held three long, barbed, and bloody arrows. 
 
    “What did you do—” 
 
    Blackness crashed in and obliterated, everything. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Xander was not certain what John had just done, how he had done it… all that blue light flaring, but his bro had purple eyes now and Po was breathing easily. 
 
    Her face seemed at peace, despite the cursing and her writhing when John pulled out the arrows. Despite all the blood. He stared down at the pool of it on the stone floor by her side, smudged by John’s boots and knees. 
 
    He swallowed, shut his eyes a second and felt sweat roll down his face. 
 
    Being weak and useless at a time like this was rending him apart. His legs still wouldn’t work properly, though he was thankful to be able to cradle Po. She was what had sustained him—the thought of seeing her, speaking to her, loving her. 
 
    Moping was worse than being weak. 
 
    “Hey. John.” 
 
    John looked up from examining Po’s back, where he’d torn open her shirt. 
 
    “What did you do? And why are your eyes purple? And…” He gulped again, brushed hair from Po’s face. “Is she going to live?” 
 
    John didn’t answer immediately but he guessed it wasn’t simple to figure that out. He’d done something good, somehow, that much was clear. 
 
    “Fucking magic?” John stared at his palms, bloody though they were. “Yes, she feels like she will live. I can sense it, see inside her in a way. The damage is lessening. I don’t know how long this will last but that reverso door, or whatever it is, it took away my perfect killing, made me good at healing.” His lips twitched upward. “Gave me purple eyes too, I suppose.” 
 
    “Okay.” He nodded, watching Po breathe, the stir of her chest, the pulse at her neck. She was pinker when she’d been going rapidly white. “Magic.” He snorted softly, looked around the room, taking it all in. The people still alive and the dead. “That Storyteller had some, but the bad stuff. Your friends look shaken, but we should leave when Po is okay to be moved. I don’t like it down here.” 
 
    The faraway ceiling, the eerie line of doors, and the battle carnage, that would unsettle anyone. Bodies were piled on bodies. And he really did not put it past the Storyteller to spring back to life, even if his head was almost severed. 
 
    He frowned, wondering how they would move Po. 
 
    “I think we can go now.” John looked around at Ruth and Shades. “Are you two okay to get out of here? Po is going to live, but we should leave.” 
 
    “Sure.” Ruth was hand in hand with Shades and did not let go. 
 
    Neither did he let go of hers. “I’m ready. I don’t think we need anything from here but us?” 
 
    “No.” John straightened. “We’ll have to go slow as Xander still can’t walk?” 
 
    “Sorry. My legs are still part jelly. We can search their pockets.” He grimaced then nodded at the bodies. “For more antidote. But time will fix me. Can I ask you, Shades, how you resisted the Storyteller? I thought only I could do that.” 
 
    “Sure. It was easy, once I was told how his voice worked.” With Ruth, he headed for Xander. “I’ll carry you and Ruth can take Po. I really want to leave soon.” Shades shuddered, looking about. He waited for Ruth to gently take Po from Xander then moved in. “Awful place. How did I do it?” 
 
    Hand extended, he hauled Xander to his feet and steadied him. 
 
    “I turned down the volume on my synthetic ear, and my real one is deaf from an old battle wound.” 
 
    “Excellent thinking then. Good man.” He put out his hand for Shades to shake. “Give me a second to breathe before we set off.” 
 
    Pain was lancing through his ribs. His chest had been lying down on the job for over a week, and he surely needed to get exercising. Tomorrow, though. No more poisons from now on. 
 
    When he saw how Po’s arm flopped limp by her side, dangling there, as she lay in Ruth’s arms, his chest hurt some more. 
 
    The blood she’d left on the floor pained him too. 
 
    Damn this day. But he was free, so were they all. He jump-shifted on his pins and needles feet. “Let’s go.” 
 
    As Shades picked him up, he spotted the white creature, Ruff, glide-hopping near the reverso door, as John had termed it. He was no longer white. 
 
    He pointed. “We need to clean the blood off that thing. Be on the alert for a bathtub.” 
 
    Ruff shot him what seemed an all-too-intelligent stare. 
 
    “You going to dunk him in water?” Shades grunted, realigned his hold on Xander. “I am not going within a yard of that event.” 
 
    “The smartest thing anyone has said all day.” Ruth grinned. 
 
    They did find a bathtub though, on the tower’s tenth floor, on their way to the airship the Storyteller had brought and left anchored. There was enough water in a nearby tank. Ruff was not happy. 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing, table  Description automatically generated] airship they found moored to the top of the tower proved a fast runner. The black balloon above was taut, though the lozenge-shaped cabin roped beneath became cold and icy if they reached too high an altitude. With the help of Shades measuring air pressure and various other necessary things, and he wasn’t sure as to precisely what those were, John managed to steer it on a good, low course toward Bitzocoin. 
 
    Pearbottom and Rocky had been left with a farmer after they’d tried loading them aboard then realized two horses and them, for days, together in this cabin was going to be hazardous, as well as too heavy. He’d have to tell Po, once she was in better health. Knowing her, she’d want to send for them. Though Ruth had her bluebirds fluttering about the cabin, they’d also left her backpack stall with the farmer. 
 
    She woke, once, long enough to be startled at the appearance of Ruff. Though clean and white, the critter had not been brushed after being washed. His hair poked out in clumps and he resembled a hairbrush that’d been ravaged by a pack of wolves. She also exchanged hugs and whispered thank yous with everyone. When Xander said he wished none of this had happened and was at a loss as to why the Storyteller even wanted him, she explained why. 
 
    Money was at the root of it, as far as she could deduce, which motivated most evil and greed. As to how the Storyteller had acquired his mastery of illusion and lies, none of them knew. They would have had to throw him through the reverso door to get the truth from him. After this, she drifted back into sleep, a somewhat deeper sleep than before. 
 
    The winds hummed and whistled but remained constant and blew in the right direction. Within two days they passed over the mountains and plains through which he and Po had so recently trekked. 
 
    It took another day to reach the palace at Grand Poncifer. When they landed in the gardens, their princess surfaced from her healing sleep to wave at the distraught palace guards and reassure them. 
 
    “No these are not an enemy. This is Xander and his brother, and so on. Hurt them and suffer the royal wrath.” 
 
    Then she went back to snoring. 
 
    She was hustled to the royal quarters. He, Xander, Ruth, and Shades were sent to the guest wing. Though guards were posted at the main entrances and exits, Ruff was allowed freedom. He spotted the creature frolicking about the green palace lawns, digging holes and annoying the gardeners, judging by how many of them shooed him away with garden rakes. 
 
    If only they knew what that critter could accomplish. 
 
    Everyone knew Xander was the royal fiancée, and so it worked out okay, as far as John could tell. Thank god. Once Po was properly awake everything should be fine. 
 
    He could no longer kill anything anymore, so he could only have fixed any holes the guards might make in them. 
 
    Even bugs weren’t swattable. 
 
    It was disgusting and wonderful. 
 
    He loved not being able to deal death. 
 
    On the airship, Po had been getting better at a good, if abnormally rapid, pace. He’d healed her but could not fix absolutely everything. There were limits to this healing ability he’d acquired by stepping through that door. 
 
    Two days passed, and he wandered into Xander’s room, knocking on the open door as he entered. 
 
    The man was difficult to find, but by the sounds of splashing and the humming, he tracked him to the bathroom and a bathtub filled with water and suds. John sat on the red-upholstered armchair and leaned forward, hands clasped. 
 
    Xander flicked the newssheet he was reading, folded it, set it aside. “You’re worried?” 
 
    It was still an enormous relief to hear the man’s deep voice. “Yes. I almost lost you.” The truth in that made him pause. “Now I’m wondering if we will lose our princess. I’m sure she has healed by now.” 
 
    “You know…” He tapped the paper. “Having read this, I appreciate her situation. This country fell apart without her. The stock market crashed. The ministers and advisors were absolutely nuts, for days. I’ve looked through heaps and heaps of the old ones printed after she went missing.” He waved a hand at a soggy pile of papers on the floor beside the bathmat. 
 
    “And so? What are you saying?” He frowned. “I’m not going to leave her just because… that happened.” 
 
    “No. Nor me. But we aren’t just fighting whatever she has going on, it’s an entire country full of ancient bureaucracy—a bureaucracy that we lost our place in when our parents lost their honor and their money. I will likely marry her anyway. But you are a problem.” 
 
    John grunted, glared. “She’s forgotten you too.” 
 
    “She has, likely, a list of crap to do six miles long. As well as a line of spies, ministers, agents, and advisors all playing interference.” 
 
    “Then we need to climb the wall. I did it once.” 
 
    “We wait. And when she summons us, we listen to her. It’s what I owe her. I will not lie to her, nor try to force a decision, though that was my inclination, once. And you also owe her, I think?” He peered at John. “Yes?” 
 
    He sighed. “Yes.” And ran his hands into his hair. 
 
    Love had sunk its nasty red throbby claws into him. 
 
    “I never did figure out what the Storyteller did to me. I thought I’d gone to Hell and fought my way out? That was a lie?” 
 
    “Yes. An illusion. Whatever you remember it wasn’t real. I still don’t understand how you shattered the illusion?” 
 
    “I remember breaking through the dirt of a hole going down to Hell.” The pavement stones sliding off his shoulders. He shuddered, stretching back in his chair. That had been some day. “How did I get out? I killed my way up. I can kill anything, even demons.” 
 
    “That would do it—an unshakeable belief in yourself.” Xander studied him. “How are you holding up now that you’re not great at killing?” 
 
    “Hmmm.” He thought awhile. “That I am a far better man than I was. It is a huge relief to not have to think hard when I meet people I dislike or might just want to…” He waved his hand. “… kill for some weird reason. I like being this man. I feel worthy of being your brother now. After all that happened, after Mom and Dad were killed, it has been a long hard road.” 
 
    “Yes.” Xander merely sat in silence, and it was this the ability to share without saying anything that John appreciated.  
 
    He smiled wanly. “Thanks for putting up with me. I did such bad things.” 
 
    “No. You didn’t. You kept yourself back, held that streak of evil in tight. And…” He sat forward in the tub, making the water slosh. “I know you killed our parents’ assassins. Went off and did it the next day.” 
 
    What? His mouth fell open a little. 
 
    “I never said anything because you didn’t want to discuss it, but I knew. You were fifteen, bro.” 
 
    The guilt from killing those nine men had chewed at him. The frenzy of that day had run a hole through him that had never left him until now, until he changed. A fifteen-year-old with guts and blood on him, washing it off, then walking home. Knowing he’d done what he’d done, visions in his head for days and weeks, months and years. 
 
    Xander had known and not condemned him. “I should have said something to you.” 
 
    “I regret not saying anything too. We were both young and troubled.” 
 
    The lump in John’s throat was too big for him to just sit in the chair. He stood and went to Xander, leaned over him and hugged him, no matter how the water soaked into his shirt. 
 
    A day later, Po summoned them. They made it to her chambers of audience past several haughty palace servants, having signed a waiver of something or other. 
 
    Princess Pollianna, the smartest princess ever, was seated on her throne, dressed to kill unworthy peasants in a blue chiffon-and-satin gown, and as soon as she saw them, she leaped up and beckoned to them. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    A servant who cleared his throat was sent a glare of the highest royal quality. 
 
    He and Xander went through a door behind the throne, along a corridor, then another one, then a hallway of portraits, and ahead were a set of double doors that John vaguely recognized… 
 
    They found themselves in her private chambers. 
 
    Another four rooms in, and he was definitely in familiar territory—her bedroom. 
 
    “Last time I was here…” John looked around and spotted the patch on the ceiling. 
 
    “You put a knife to my throat.” Po grinned and walked forward into his embrace and Xander’s—managing to hug them both at once, if poorly. “I’ve missed you both so much. I am healed and well, and alive, because of both of you. I even did a fencing lesson today!” 
 
    “Because of us?” It seemed as if it was the other way around to John. “You saved us too. And Shades did.” 
 
    She sighed deeply into Xander’s coat. “I suppose we all saved each other.” Then she released them and backed away. 
 
    “Unlace the back of this and then come to my bed and dive in. I cannot discuss affairs of state for one second longer. I demand hugs and kisses and you two with me.” 
 
    That was one unrefusable invitation. 
 
    John unlaced and unbuttoned the gown. When they pulled it off her then another layer of frippery, beneath was a white cotton slip of lace and pink ribbons. No nipples showed, alas, but the bosom was obvious, and the cups outlined by ribbon. 
 
    They had only to get that off her. 
 
    “Phew!” Po wriggled her shoulders and groaned. Before she could take two steps toward the bed, Xander scooped her up with a loud whoop. 
 
    Then he jogged to the bed, for it was some yards away, and tossed her onto the enormous, quilt-covered bed. All of the ten or so pillows shook with the impact—and again when he and Xander jumped in. This bed was bigger than some countries he’d visited. 
 
    Po giggled then crawled to the top. She patted the bed to either side but waggled her finger. “Nothing naughty today.” Her brow wrinkled in worry; her mouth quivered. “We have to figure out what to do, and I am possessed of a whole bucketload of unhappy.” 
 
    “You are?” He crawled up to snuggle to her right, kissing her shoulder after sneaking down the satin strap. “Why?” 
 
    “How do I marry both of you when no one has done it before?” 
 
    “Ahhh.” Finally Xander arrived on hands and knees and he lay down propped on elbows. “Here.” He somehow had a sheaf of papers in hand and brandished them. “I knew it would come to this.” 
 
    “You did?” Po fairly seemed to melt with joy, and the first hint of jealousy wormed about in John. 
 
    He was having none of that. Xander had been completely fine with him deflowering their princess first, several times, so he could stand his bro being smarter. “What is that?” 
 
    “Yes.” Po turned onto her side, letting John have her rear end to fondle, well, to spoon with. He stared between them at the perfect double curve of the butt of his princess. 
 
    No fondling today, she had said. “Such a pity,” he breathed. 
 
    As if she knew his thoughts, Po wriggled her ass closer to his cock. It twitched, throbbed, grew, as pussy-teased cock often does. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    John refocused on the paper Xander was about to read from. 
 
    “From your vast library of law.” Xander’s brow corrugated as he looked up at her from the paper. “There is a precedent. Several.” 
 
    “For marrying two men?” Po seemed doubtful. 
 
    “Yes. Well. Close enough. King Artur the third married his mistress after being married to his wife. Gertrude the fourteenth—” 
 
    “There were fourteen Gertrudes?” Po squeaked out. 
 
    “Shhh. And yes. Well fifteen really. Then she married her goat after her husband said something stupid about something. It is a little fuzzy. Not sure if it lasted.” 
 
    Xander kept listing precedents, and though none were exactly the same, taken together they were surely tight, perfect precedents. Some of them had Po amazed, a few had them laughing, such as the queen who married her flock of Dildos of Unusual Size. By the end, John had gagged her with his hand to stop her protesting, just because it seemed appropriate. 
 
    Her tongue licked at his palm, and he muttered, remembering where else that tongue had been. 
 
    Neither she, he, nor Xander, when he glanced up from the papers and saw where John’s hand was, bothered to point out things were heating up. 
 
    “Are we done here?” he asked Xander, as he let his now dampened hand slip from her mouth. His palm accidentally landed on the upper curve of her breast. 
 
    So he caressed her there, squeezed the handful, though lightly. 
 
    Po stopped breathing. 
 
    Cardiopulmonary resuscitation hadn’t yet been invented. The kiss of life had. 
 
    John wasn’t concerned, and although he was thinking about giving her a kiss, it was not so as to deliver air to her lungs. 
 
    He looked across her head of scarlet curls to Xander. “What were the odds that this would not get naughty?” 
 
    “A thousand to one.” Xander tossed the papers aside, letting them flutter to the floor, and climbed to his knees. “Are we done reasoning? You’ve decided to marry us both, I would hope?” 
 
    “Ummm.” Po seemed to be considering and was tapping her lips with her forefinger. 
 
    “Wait. I thought we were letting her decide?” 
 
    “Hmph. True. Well?” 
 
    “I would say it is a yes, though a few more precedents might be—” 
 
    John heard a hiccupped snort. Was she laughing? 
 
    “Oh to hell with this.” Xander slid in closer, took away her hand by the wrist, and he kissed her. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” John rumbled, kissing the back of her neck then relieving Xander of Po’s wrist. He took it to her back and pinned it there, stroked her palm. “What say you to a little bondage, bro?” 
 
    “Heyyy,” Po murmured. “Did I say yes to this?” 
 
    “Nope.” Xander grinned, ignoring her and snagging her other hand from the pillow beside him. “John’s told me all sorts of things about what miss bratty Po likes.” 
 
    Her disgusted pffft, made them both laugh and flip her to her stomach, where they tied her hands with a pillowcase, quickly stripped from its pillow. Her toes were kneading the bed below which gave John ideas. He slipped lower and bit her toes, one by one. 
 
    Po’s squeals and noes grew far too loud. His hand ended up over her mouth while they discussed the matter. Neither of them wished to deal with guards charging in. 
 
    “The royal bedroom should be soundproof?” He tilted his head. 
 
    “But we don’t know for sure. Gag her?” 
 
    “Indubitably.” 
 
    The pillows were large and the cases perfect for bondage and gags. 
 
    Princess Po glared up at them and mumbled threats. The gag wasn’t perfect at muffling her but good enough. Up on his elbow, John talked to her as his brother stripped off her panties then wondered out loud about how to remove her slip without cutting anything. 
 
    He eyerolled at Xander. 
 
    “We are going to cut off this bit of underwear of yours, unless you promise not to scream as loudly as you have.” John pulled up the shoulder strap and twisted it, then kissed her over the gag—not easily done but somehow satisfying. When he drew away, she was panting and flustered, moaning even. 
 
    But… maybe that was because Xander was eating her below. He bumped the man with his foot. “Leave me some.” 
 
    Xander didn’t stop and only walked his fingers up her bared stomach. She squeaked through the gag. 
 
    “Not helping, bro. Trying to negotiate a quieter girl up here.” 
 
    “Really?” Xander popped up his head, gave her pussy one last lick. “I say we spank her first before that gag comes off. I was quite horrified at those arrows going in you, girl. Horrified. That will never happen again. Say yes.” 
 
    She frowned over the gag, craned her neck. Grunted once, wriggled. 
 
    “No idea what that answer was. Spank her anyway.” John grabbed his cock through his pants. “She needs some double teaming to get her into line.” 
 
    Xander coughed. “Fuck. You jumped the queue with that suggestion. Now my dick is digging into the bed. However.” He sat up and flipped her onto her stomach again then slowly hauled her down the bed while he knee-walked backward to the edge. “I like to edge out my fucking and my coming.” 
 
    As he pulled her, the slip rolled up her body, and when he hopped off the bed to sit and put her over his lap, she was naked except for the cloth gathered above her tits. 
 
    John groaned and leaped from the bed. While watching Xander handle her ass and play between her legs, he unbuttoned and pulled off everything. “You do what you want then hold her still for me.” 
 
    He grasped his erection, folding his fingers and thumb around it and stroking himself as Xander spanked her. He smacked her lightly, then harder, making her ass redden and Po wriggle and squeak. 
 
    Nothing turned him on more than watching her and him do that—well nothing at this moment. Other times, other things. 
 
    He was going to come in his hand any second. 
 
    So he stopped and squeezed his dick, hard, mouth taut, looking away from the beautifully deviant tableaux of naked Po and his bro dominating her, punishing her. For an excruciating second, he paused in his dirty thoughts, then he went to them and grabbed her hair. 
 
    Slowly, deliberately, he hauled up her head. 
 
    John tapped her cheek, smiled. Fuck. Her bare-ass naked, red-bottomed, and Xander and him with her at their mercy and tied up. His cock bobbed at the thought of what they could do. 
 
    “Open that mouth, princess brat.” 
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    [image: A picture containing drawing  Description automatically generated]  opened her mouth wide, jaw straining, eyes locked on John’s formidable purple ones that made her imagine a thunderstorm rolling in. Fire eyes had been good, but this was equally a turn-on. They had changed color from lighter to this. Now she knew how he looked when he wanted to fuck her, or her mouth. 
 
    “Good girl,” he said, sliding the head inside and over her tongue… cruising the length in, this hard mouthful that tasted of him. 
 
    She choked a little, spluttering when he went deeper, and that only made him stare and stop, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “We need to train you to take us deep.” 
 
    “That will be interesting,” Xander said above. 
 
    Fingers slipped into her entrance, in and out, but shallow, while John experimented with fucking her mouth. 
 
    The hold in her hair was making her eyes roll up. 
 
    He stopped partway in, groaning, and extracted himself, with the pulse of something in his dick fluctuating against her tongue. 
 
    He stepped away but his hand stayed on her, scrunching in and lancing pain into her scalp, and Xander was doing more to her between her legs. 
 
    The throb from her newly spanked ass mixed with the pressure of him forcing fingers into her, and she spread her legs to let him. 
 
    “That’s it. Wider, princess. Fuck. I missed all this? Weeks of it?” Xander stuck two or three into her, far too deep, or just the right depth, either way it made her squeak and pant and wriggle, Her clit was hard and pressing on his leg. 
 
    “Jealous, bro?” 
 
    “Yes. Who would not be?” He bit her ass and she yelped. Then he ground his fingers into her again. 
 
    “Oh. Ohhh.” The heat in her rose, spread, choking her throat. Those fingers… She wriggled. “More.” 
 
    They both laughed. “When we want to. Make her beg?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” The grip on her hair switched from one man to the other, and Xander leaned over, kissing her, fingers stilled but deep and rotating. He pulled them out while he was tonguing her mouth. 
 
    Gasping, confused at what was where, she arched as something new, large, and impressive squeezed into her pussy. 
 
    This, whatever it was, filled her. Enormous force seemed necessary for it to forge inside. She toed the carpet, pushing, spreading herself. 
 
    Xander stopped tongue kissing to look back. His hand tightened in her hair. “That. Is hot.” 
 
    John was in her. His fingers dug into her hips. 
 
    “Oh gods,” she spluttered the words, feeling drool spill from her mouth as he plowed her, smacking her forward as his thighs hit her ass. 
 
    “Now the begging?” John asked, extracting his cock. 
 
    They let her go, laid her on the floor, with her hands still tied at her back. They left her on her belly for a while. 
 
    Breathing hard, she slowly came down from the high and shuddered, looking at the men’s feet pacing near her. Her pussy spasmed inward. Both stopped in front of her. 
 
    “Want us both in you, girl? You have to say it.” 
 
    Who was that? 
 
    She lifted her head, neck muscles burning as she looked at them far above her. The rug was harsh on her tight nipples as she moved and squirmed. Her clit rubbed below too and that was… nice. 
 
    Po dropped her head, inhaled. This was arousing but also the very opposite of what she should do, as their ruler. She should not beg. 
 
    “I think she needs more convincing,” John suggested. 
 
    She looked up again then her natural orneriness consumed her. She poked out her tongue and raspberried at them. 
 
    John tsked. “Well, this calls for some prime teasing. And more spanking.” 
 
    “And then more teasing. Coming gets punished by?” 
 
    “Calling in the butler to clean her up?” 
 
    “Hey! No, that’s—” 
 
    “Doable?” Xander asked. “We all know Derwent is loyal as anything. He won’t spill any information. However…” He walked up to her and went to one knee. “That would embarrass you.” 
 
    Oh, it would. Frowning, she studied him, rocked by this notion. She could undoubtedly say no and stop everything. However, handing them this power was intriguing, even exciting to her. 
 
    There was an implicit need in her to let them be the dominating forces. She saw this. 
 
    After all, here she was on her stomach, tied up, letting them go this far. 
 
    Xander smiled, if not with his eyes. “Quiet? Going to be good for us?” 
 
    She cleared her throat and nodded. “I will.” 
 
    “Good.” Then he rose and stood, looking down at her. “Let’s get her on her knees.” 
 
    They pulled her up and sat her so that she kneeled. Then both of them took turns fucking her mouth while the other played with her below and anywhere they wanted to. She went a little crazy trying not to come when her breasts and clit, her ass and pussy had been played with for what seemed hours, when she’d had their cocks in her mouth but nowhere else. 
 
    She was full of pent-up arousal, teeming with it, her body about to fracture into a million pieces if they did not do more. Po swayed, mouth aching, breasts aching, everywhere pulsing and slick from them licking her, spanking her, or from her own wetness. Something dribbled down her inner thighs and she guessed it was from her. 
 
    Finally they stepped away, cocks erect and glistening, and John asked her, “Ready to have us both at once?” 
 
    She nodded, begging with her expression, she hoped. “Yes.” 
 
    “Beg then.” 
 
    She shut her eyes, getting accustomed to having to say this out loud. “Please.” She opened her eyes, knowing this was what she wanted, her two hot men handling her like this. “Please, please, yes, I want you both.” 
 
    “Damn.” Xander inhaled, coughed. “We will be careful.” 
 
    She knew that. It was why she loved them, why she wanted to lick and bite them from top to bottom when they had her this horny. 
 
    Why she wanted them to use her body to exhaustion. 
 
    They lifted her to the bed, and untied her hands, took turns easing into her, until at last, sandwiched between them she felt Xander push himself into her rear hole while John took her from the front. 
 
    Mouthed, kissed, held down and fucked in pussy and ass, she lost herself in the moment, in this time of being conquered by the two men she loved, until finally she orgasmed around them both while her breasts were in their hands, her neck was in their teeth, and her mouth was possessed. Crying out and clutching at the closest man, blinded for those few trembling and overwrought seconds, she felt them jam inside her while she came, and she panted, and descended from the heights. 
 
    Lost and weakened, she held onto them, her fingers sliding on hard muscle. 
 
    Then, only then, did they fuck her a little rougher, and she took it, sobbing at times at the immensity of the feelings unleashed as they took their own pleasure. 
 
    Afterward, satiated, messed-up, a little bruised and entirely happy, she fell asleep curled in a pile of tussled sheet, men and muscle, breathing in the scent of them. And they nuzzled her neck and hair and held her, wrapped her in arms and legs, seemingly as overwhelmed as she. 
 
    Mere happiness could never surpass this moment in time. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The wedding was a month later. Invited from many corners of the world, over two dozen rulers came to admire the ceremony and to feast, to dance and even to attend the reception. Some were invited to the rather kinkier and deviantly arranged secret reception after midnight, held in a grand ballroom at the rear of the palace. 
 
    Princess Po and her men had done their research and invited only the right people to that. Instead of being seated on her throne, she sat at the feet of her men, dressed in leather and see-through lace, with a diamond-decorated collar on her neck, and her leash in the hands of either Xander or John. 
 
    Fun and orgasms were had by all, along with some flogging, bondage, and roleplay. 
 
    Every guest thought the day amazing, except for Prince Drake who was cornered by a floof machine in the garden at midnight, when he tried to get to the secret reception. He was made to run the length of the garden screaming as he fled back to his rooms. 
 
    He complained. 
 
    No one cared. 
 
    Ruff went back to digging holes and reading treatises about assassination and the cultivation of bigger carrots deep inside his burrow, where he had built a library. He’d considered jumping back through the reverso door after his accidental wander through it that day, long ago, but this was more interesting. 
 
    Besides his harem of female floof machines didn’t care if his IQ was 2000 plus. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ruth and Shades had thought about getting married also but decided roaming the world as a couple was just as interesting. They often returned to the palace to visit and talk about their adventures. 
 
    All in all, everyone who deserved to be happy led a long and fulfilling life with the people they loved. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Find all my books on Amazon here 
 
      
 
    For some of my other dark scifi romances… 
 
      
 
    Try THE STEAMWORK CHRONICLES for a trilogy boxset of kinky (retro-scifi) steampunk romances, where airships rule the skies 
 
      
 
    Or for something darker, try the MACHINERY OF DESIRE BOXSET 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 About Cari Silverwood 
 
      
 
    I love to hear from my readers. 
 
    If you enjoyed Princess Tied, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or your favorite website. 
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    Cari Silverwood is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling writer of kinky darkness or sometimes of dark kinkiness, depending on her moods and the amount of time she’s spent staring into the night. When others are writing bad men doing bad things, you may find her writing good men who accidentally on purpose fall into the abyss and come out with their morals twisted in knots. 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss a release! Sign up for the newsletter to get new book alerts (and a free welcome book): http://www.carisilverwood.net/ 
 
      
 
    Cari Silverwood on Facebook 
 
     
 
    You’re welcome to join this group on Facebook to discuss Cari Silverwood’s books: 
 
    Dark Hearts Discussion Group 
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    This is a link to my website where I list my books from light to dark 
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    Prey 
 
    Steel 
 
    Blade 
 
      
 
    Preyfinders Trilogy (kinky alien invasion scifi) 
 
    Preyfinders: The Trilogy boxset 
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    Intimidator 
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    The Machinery of Desire (post-apocalyptic star wars-esque series with kink, and dubcon/ noncon) 
 
    Machinery of Desire – the complete boxset 
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    The Steamwork Chronicles Series (similar to The Machinery of Desire series) 
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    Klaus – a novella 
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    Dark Hearts Trilogy (Dark Romances. Contemporary BDSM and dubcon/ noncon series) 
 
    Dark Hearts Boxset – contains Wicked Ways, Wicked Weapon, Wicked Hunt 
 
    Wicked Ways 
 
    Wicked Weapon 
 
    Wicked Hunt 
 
    Wolfe – a spin-off novel from the Dark Hearts trilogy 
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