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Kingdom of Pain


THE STORY SO FAR


Welcome to the Northern Kingdom, where swordfights and
political intrigue are nearly as common as naked bound wenches waiting to serve
their masters (or mistresses.) Bruno Cromwell, Knight Templar, is dispatched
with his squire to the small village of Ravensford, where he encounters Faerie
woman Aven of Still Hollow. Bruno learns of a rebellion brewing and takes steps
to put a stop to it, with some meddling by an Imperial Assassin named the Grey
Death.


Meanwhile, in the south, a petty dragonslayer—who hunts
dragons the size of chickens—is put to the test when he must contend with a
full grown, fire breathing monster. Aided by powerful but enslaved wizard
Stella (who is never allowed clothing) he must contend with both supernatural
forces and the machinations of city politics.


And in the city of Fort Drakken, oft-chastised noblewoman
Katherine of Mannix must deal with a marriage proposal no one saw coming….
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Chapter
1
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The dragon dragged its limp prey away, barely noticing the
minor damage done to its mouth. The meal would not satisfy it for long, and its
sensitive nose could detect many more of the soft, slow moving animals that
shuffled about on two feet on the surface. On an instinctive level, it knew
that it was not yet strong enough to hunt them openly. So it crept to a dark
alcove deep below the city and stretched out a body over twenty feet long to
sleep off its repast.


Within the beast, the blood of the human fugitive and Fennik
mingled with that of its past victims. The dragon began to change once more,
the puny grape sized brain in its skull swelling as new tissue was generated.


The dragon slept on, oblivious to the profound changes going
on inside its body.


A beam of sunlight pierced through the early morning fog, striking the red tresses of a most
unusual woman marching up the Bishop Vanya Road. As her tresses sparkled like
jewels in the harsh midday sun, she shouldered her two handed sword and
loosened her cloak.


“By the gods, it's hot!” she
said to the sky and the road and the scraggly trees, because it seemed she was
alone on that dirty stretch of road, more of a bandit infested series of
potholes.


Sabia was the youngest of
thirteen children. Her father had been a great hunter before arthritis stole
his power and speed, but left his cunning. Fortunately, his twelve sons and
solitary daughter more than provided for their extended family. The Tresea
Clan, the Harvesters, roamed the icy tundra’s and frozen wastes and learned to
fight by battling off bandits, monsters, and white bears who could outrun you,
outswim you, and outfight you if you were on your own.


By the time she was ten Sabia
could track, kill, and skin one of the white bears. Her family fed well on the
smoked meat, drank deeply of the rich bearfat, and wrapped themselves in pelts
so soft they seemed made of the soft white clouds themselves.


Then the Templars had come,
and enforced their rules on the Tresea Clan and other White Northerners. Sabia
lost her family during the violent revolts and now sold her sword to the
highest bidder.


Since she'd come to the
South, Sabia learned the climate was much warmer than her own. Thus, she'd
taken to wearing only a light ring mail jerkin and kept her long, muscular but
still feminine legs bare. A pair of sturdy boots kept her toes safe from stones
and snakes, and she still wore the headband with her clan's sigil proudly on
her forehead, which also served to keep her beautiful hair out of her pale
green eyes.


Sabia had taken coin this day
to carry a message to one Oblittero the Adequate, a wizard of some repute. Stories
say her had a coach pulled by terrible Hell Ponies which could spit fire and
run on the very air.


They also say he believed his
face was too beautiful to be seen by the world, and kept it sealed behind an
iron mask. His appetite for gold was said to be second only to his appetite for
women.


Sabia wasn't worried. She
knew she was beautiful, but also knew that she could cut a man in two before he
could blink. Sabia had fought wizards before, and as long as you didn't let
them get you downrange you had a fair shot of victory. The fact that she was
expected also served to put her at ease.


She stopped next to a tree
bent like an old beggar and took a deep pull on her waterskin. Her pale flesh
was glazed with sweat, and her freckles were swallowed by a red flush from the
heat. There, in the meadow behind the tree, lay the crumbling tower said to be
the wizard's hideaway.


“Oh, please,” she said with a
sigh as a pair of skeletons staggered up, clumsily gripping rusted swords. With
a twist, she unsheathed her sword and cut one of the skeletons in two with a
smooth motion. The skeletons were coming up from the ground, but she wasn't
worried. She'd fought undead many times before.


Sabia chopped again and
again, her sword reducing the skeletons to splinters. Her jerkin was soon
ripped beyond repair, bits of it held on by the barest of threads. Frantically,
she slashed and chopped, but the more she destroyed the skeletons the more they
sprang up. An arm would clatter over to a ribcage, which would shimmy to a
pelvis and attract two legs, and then a headless skeleton was pawing at her
flesh, tearing long pink scarlet streaks with their dirty nails. Sabia was
borne down to the ground by the sheer weight of their mass, their grasping
hands and biting mouths….


“MATTAI!” said a voice with
masculine power and authority. The skeletons on top of her ceased to move. Sabia
struggled to escape, managing to her to one knee.


“Enscona,” said the voice
again. Sabia felt the skeletons shifting all over her, twisting into impossible
forms that looked not the least bit human in construction. Soon she was held in
a crucifix position, splayed out and helpless before the newcomer.


He stepped into the light,
and the first thing she saw was his mask. Shined to a gleam, it acted as a
mirror, allowing her to see herself in a distorted view. Sabia gasped, for her
jerkin was gone and she was naked before this horrible man in a mask.


The wizard, for who else
could it have been, gathered his purple robes up with hands that seemed like her
grandfather's. The eyes that peered from beyond the mask seemed sharp and eager
like a hawk's, but the eyebrows perched above them were pure white.


“Well, what have we here?” he
said in a purr. Sabia gasped as he ran his hand down her cheek and pulled her
red tresses away from her eyes. “There, is that better?”


“Release me!” she said
boldly. I am Sabia the Windblade, and I am here to deliver a message. You were
supposed to have been expecting me.”


“Messenger, eh?” the wizard
said. “Let me see…”


Sabia squirmed as he ran his
hands down her armpits and over her ribcage and hips. He appeared to be
frisking her, which was ridiculous since she was naked as the day she was born.


“What are you doing?” she
said in rage.


“Searching for the message,
my dear,” the wizard said. His voice echoed strangely behind the mask. 


“I don't have it on me, your
damn skeletons ripped it to shreds,” she said, trying to ignore the fact that
the wizard's gnarled, aged hand was running up the inside of her thigh.


“Hmm, but there's one place I
haven't looked,” the wizard said. Without preamble, he thrust his fingers into
her twat. Sabia was not turned on by being helpless—she preferred to be the
dominant one—so she had no natural lube to work with. His finger was as rough
and jagged as it looked, and she screamed in pain.


“By the gods, you are a
filthy man!” she roared. “Why, if I were free I would throttle you! I would
stomp you into the dirt!” 


“Hmm,” the wizard said,
withdrawing his fingers much to her relief. “Strong, great stamina, and you
have these magnificent things...”


Sabia screamed again as he
mauled her breasts with his aged claws. He was not gentle, pulling her nipples
harshly and laughing at her misery.


“I think you should make an
excellent Hell Pony,” he said, nodding to himself. “But first you must be
broken.”


“Wait, I know the message,
they made me memorize it-”


“Oh, I'll take their gold to
fry their enemies with my adequate magic,” the wizard said. “I didn't need you
to tell me what that old fool Davros wanted. Now, let's make you a little more
presentable for your breaking in...”


Oblitero made a fist and the
skeletal arms holding her shifted shape again. Soon she was bent over a hard
rail of bone, arms bound behind her by the grasping hands of dozens of
dismembered skeleton hands. Her ass was thrust into the air, and her legs held
wide apart by more of the wizard's ghastly minions.


Bony fingers grasped her hair
and pulled her head back. They forced their way into her mouth and pried her
jaw open until she feared it would crack. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried
to will herself to wake from this nightmare.


“There's no escape, my dear,”
Oblitero said soothingly “you belong to me now, and you cannot do anything
without my permission. I did not tell you that you could close your eyes, for
example.”


He spoke a word of power, and
her face tingled. Her eyes opened of their own accord, and she could not avoid
taking in the sight of a zombie clawing itself out of the ground. Its face was
half rotted away, its ribcage exposed and a horrid wound in its thigh still
bore maggots. 


“Look at his cock, my
muscular beauty,” Oblitero said, and Sabia had to obey. She could not even
blink. The zombie's cock was a fetid mass of purpled flesh, with flies buzzing
about the rotted testicles, which writhed as if with a life of their own. Somehow,
it was still erect even in death, and she wondered if the wizard's magic or her
own bad luck were to blame.


“He's going to fuck you,”
Oblitero said. “And I…”


He fumbled with his robes and
pulled out a cock that was impressive in size. Had it not been nearly covered
in gray curly hairs it might even have been attractive. Unfortunately, it
smelled like an old man and Sabia knew where it was going…


She cried as the swollen
zombie cock thrust its way into her twat. Sabia tried to beg the wizard to stop
to kill her instead of this, anything but this, but she could not speak with
her jaw pried open.


Then the wizard slipped his
member down her throat, so deeply she could not breathe. He kept it there as
she squirmed, hands grasping uselessly behind her as the zombie thrust away,
groaning like a sick puppy eating cheese. It was all too much, and she couldn't
even close her eyes. She feared they would dry out, if the wizard didn't let
her blink soon.


He gave her moisture a moment
later, when he released himself all over her face. Her eyes strained to shut,
tearing up in an attempt to get the thick jizz off her face.


“The zombie's about to come,
too,” Oblitero said, putting his cock away and sitting on a nearby stump. “Whew,
I'm not a young man anymore, or I'd really work you over. You are a beautiful
woman Saliva, Sabio, Labia...You know what, I'm just going to call you
Cockgobbler.”


Sabia screamed her throat raw
as the zombie released itself on her. It pawed at her hair, emiting sounds like
a dog trying to comfort its owner.


Oblitero chuckled at her
plight, stroking her cheek gently like a gentle lover. Sabia could not move
enough to pull away. As tears poured down her face, he grinned, using his
ragged nail to catch them. He brought them to his dry lips and sucked like a
greedy infant.


“Your tears are so wonderful,”
he said with a sigh. “I do so love the taste of misery. If you'll excuse me, I
have a date with your employer. Do make yourself comfortable in my absence.”


Sabia could only weep as the
zombie continued to pound her pussy. Oblitero said a few words of arcane
language and created a shimmering purple haze, roughly man sized. He stepped
through it and left Sabia to her horrid defilement.
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Chapter
2


Davros stared hard at the smooth slate slab on the table before him. Images adroitly scrawled
with a chalk rock depicted Ravensford village and a gross rendering of its
streets. The Templar residence was clearly marked, as was Thurston's farmstead.
Nearby stood Thurston and Crown in his One Eye Bruce disguise. Their faces
appeared grim in the flickering light of candles and torches as the old soldier
went over their plans once again.


“Two days hence, on Endsweek,”
said Davros “Mayor Thirsty shall deliver the conscription edict to Sir
Cromwell, with our new additions.” He glanced over at Crown, who nodded
modestly.


“Your skill at mimicking
handwriting is...impressive, Bruce.” said Thurston, frowning.


“It is nothing but practice
my dear boy,” said Crown with a chuckle “a few extra words here, a change of
punctuation there, and it will seem as if the Templar's sole purpose was to
enforce the conscription order.”


“Then,” said Thurston, eager
to discuss his favorite part of the plan “Davros and his men attack-”


“And yours as well, Thirsty,”
said Davros in a harsh growl.


“-we shall attack the
Templar and lay him low, freeing us from his black sk- from his tyranny for
good!”


“Do what must be done, Mayor,”
said Davros with narrow eyes “if you betray us, they will not find enough of
you to cremate with a candle.”


Thurston shuddered in spite
of himself, despite his being over a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier
than the old man. Something about the old soldier made him uneasy, as if Davros
could read his cowardly, selfish thoughts.


“We must be careful,” said
Crown “to avoid causing overly much harm to the good folk of Ravensford, in
particular their kindly priest Father Cornelius.”


“Of course,” said Davros “we
do this for the people, not for revenge.”


He cast his gaze upon
Thurston as he finished the statement, causing the man to blanch once again.


“Gentlemen,” said Crown,
bowing low to Davros “we shall away, then, and see you in two days.”


“How are we to get back to
Ravensford in that short a span?” said Thurston incredulously.


“You may borrow steeds from
my quartermaster.” said Davros.


Thurston sneered at him.


“You mean that toothless lout
who smells of whiskey when the sun has just kissed the horizon?” said the
mayor. “Quartermaster indeed! Look about you, old one! Your fortress is a ruin,
your soldiers common criminals, and yourself too feeble to lift that iron rod
at your side, let alone thrust it though someone's chest.”


Crown sucked in a great gasp
of air as Thurston wound down, casting a wary eye towards Davros. The old man
bore the brunt of the insult with good grace, even smiling slightly at the
vitriolic mayor.


“Perhaps we'd best pick
another leader, then,” said Davros “one far younger and wiser, yes? Someone
like yourself.”


Thurston's eyes went wide.


“I did not mean-” he began.


“Oh, but you did,” said
Davros, standing up straight and nodding to two of his men. The burly fellows
busied themselves with moving the stout oak table from the center of the
circular chamber. “Lend my good friend Thirsty a blade, will you One Eye?”


“Ah,” said Crown, “very well.”
He unsheathed his simple thin bladed longsword and offered it to Thurston. The
mayor shook his head rapidly, fixing Davros with a pleading gaze.


“Forgive me,” he said “I
spoke out of turn. Of course you are fit to lead.”


“You say the words,” said
Davros “but I don't think you mean them with all your heart. Take the sword,
Mayor, or be cut down an unarmed man.”


Thurston took the sword, as
well as a sympathetic gaze, from Crown. He awkwardly hefted the weight of the
sword, apparently heavier than he was expecting.


“This is madness,” he said as
Davros unsheathed his own blade. “Madness!”


“I like to play with madness,
sometimes,” said Davros, “defend yourself!”


The old man telegraphed an
overhead swing, which Crown knew was deliberate. The counter for those who had
been trained in swordplay was simple, to hold the sword horizontally before the
blow. The mayor had never held a blade longer than a foot before, and tried to
scamper out of the way. Davros recovered his blade easily, using the downward
momentum to pass the hilt behind his back to his other hand. Crown smiled,
realizing the old man was showing off. 


The maneuver impressed
Thurston, who backpedaled until his head bounced off the hard stone wall of the
tower. Wildly, he threw his sword, which skittered to the floor three feet from
the approaching Davros.


“How rude, to treat One Eye
Bruce's sword so,” said Davros, tsking merrily. “And stupid, to divest yourself
of your only weapon.”


As the old man approached,
metal greaves creaking, Thurston fell to his knees, hands clasped as if in
prayer.


“Spare me,” he said “I spoke
out of turn, I know they say I have a penchant for doing so! You are a worthy
leader, I swear upon my father's bones!”


Davros did not speak, just
thrust the tip of his heavy short sword under Thurston's chin. His head was
forced upwards until their gazes locked.


“If we did not need you,
Thirsty,” said Davros “I would skewer you where you stand. Your kind is the
problem with our kingdom today. So willing to spill other people's blood, and
yet so attached to your own you'd let a thousand men be slaughtered before
you'd part with a single drop.”


He slid the sword backwards
and sheathed it in a smooth motion. Thurston cried out as the razor sharp edge
cut a deep, clean slice through his flesh. He clasped his hands to his face,
feeling the sticky trickle of blood. It took him several moments to realize
that Davros had not cut his throat.


“Let's be off, good Mayor,”
said Crown, helping the man to his feet and offering him a clean cloth to hold
against his wound. The assassin noted the hard glint in Davros's eyes, and
realized the old soldier might yet slay the man.


“Will you aid us when the
hour is at hand, Bruce?” said Davros as they were about to exit the room.


“Oh,” said Crown with a sly
smile “I'll be around.”


Davros watched the strange
pair leave. He truly did not care for that simpering fool Thurston, but One Eye
Bruce seemed to have a good head. 


A faint tinkling, like
crystal breaking, caught his attention. One of his lieutenants gasped as a
masked man in purple robes stepped out of thin air to stand before them.


“By the Allfather!” the
lieutenant gasped. “It's Oblitero!”


Davros grabbed the man by his
collar and slapped him.


“Of course it's Oblitero, you
fool!” he sneered. “Who else could help us?”


“Who else indeed?” Oblitero
said, his lips twisting into a grin beneath his grotesque mask.
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Aven slowed her walk into the
village, scowling at the plume of smoke coming from the chimney of the priest's
hut. She had begun to hope that the wicked man would not return, had been
swallowed up by a bear or wolf. Disgustedly, she made for the dwelling, hands
clenched into fists. She would put an end to his charade once and for all. There
were many ways to get a man to talk without causing him permanent harm...


She started to knock on the
door, then changed her mind and rudely shoved it open. White smoke spilled out
of the open doorway, causing her to hack and cough. Undaunted, she entered the
hut and peered through the hazy air until she found the priest. He was wearing
an eye patch for some reason, and was dressed as a simple pilgrim. He smiled
widely at her as she took the center of the floor.


“Why, hello my dear,” he said
“I was just going to come and fetch you.”


“You have a fire in your
chimney, priest,” she said, blinking her eyes in the stinging smoke.


“I'm afraid not, my dear
Allison,” said Crown with a grin “you see, the fumes are actually emanating
from my stew pot, filled with a solution of witch hazel and wolfs bane.”


Aven swooned, finding it hard
to hear the man's words. He seemed to be speaking from far away. The floor rose
up to meet her, and she barely felt the impact on her cheek. With fading
vision, she noticed the faux priest move across the hut to shut the door.


“As soon as you bedded the
knight, I knew your heart would turn treacherous,” said Crown as he slipped off
the eye patch. “And thus concluded that you would have to be...distracted from
the day's bloody work.”


Aven tried to rise, actually
getting her torso propped up on her shaking forearms. Crown kicked her hand ad
caused her to tumble back to the wooden floor.


“You are strong,” he said “most
faerie would be blissfully dreaming by now. Very well.”


Using a length of thin rawhide,
he pulled Aven's hands behind her and lashed her wrists together. Grunting with
exertion, he dragged her largely inert form to his high backed wooden chair. Using
more of the twine, he securely lashed her ankles to it. Running a strip through
her teeth, he wound the twine around her head and forced her to sit leaning
forward by attaching it to the supporting strut of the chair. Her eyes sullenly
watched him as he dragged the iron pot near her perch, shoving it close so the
fumes would continuously waft over her face.


“Now, then,” he said, running
his hand down her cheek. “What shall we do with a helpless little faerie woman?”


Aven muttered behind her gag
as his hand slid down her neck and lower still. His hands were surprisingly
strong as he pinched her nipples through her jerkin.


“Hmm,” he said “your nipples
harden. You must be a true slut, to get off on such rough treatment. I'll bet
you just want me to fuck your faerie pussy, don't you?”


Aven tried to focus, but she
was so tired, everything was swirling together. Dimly, she was aware that he
was playing with her body, sliding his fingers up her twat, but it was all she
could to to keep awake.


“I really should kill you,
just to be safe,” said Crown “but I remember some of the old ways, and it has
been said that to kill a faerie is to kill your own fortune. So I bid you
farewell, my dear.”


Crown kissed her on the top
of her head, which elicited a weak groan from her gagged mouth. Whistling, the
assassin closed the door to his hut tightly and made his way cheerfully to the
church. There were likely donations to be collected from the strong box, after
all.
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Bruno scowled at Thurston as
the man handed him the royal missive. His eyes narrowed further as they fell
upon the red, scabbed over line on his chin.


“Cut yourself shaving, Mayor?”
he said as he unrolled the parchment.


“Yes,” said Thurston, hand
reflexively going to the still painful cut. Silently, he promised a painful
death for Davros when he was rightfully in power.


Bruno ignored the man's
scheming gaze, instead reading the conscription notice with a grave expression.
He wadded up the parchment in a tight fist, turned from Thurston and slammed
the front door of the residence.


“Sir Cromwell?” said
Thurston, daring to rap upon the door “I do believe the edict says it must be
read immediately-”


The door flew open and Bruno
stood seething at him. He grabbed the mayor by his shirt and dragged him up off
of the ground.


“I know my duty, fool,” he
said “and I will carry it out presently. This is a conscription notice, and I
must appear publicly as a knight to issue it. Breathe not a word of this,
farmer, or you will cause a panic.”


“My lips are sealed, Sir
Cromwell,” said Thurston with a smirk he could not hide.


Bruno dropped the man back
into the dirt and reentered his dwelling. He stalked past Hector as the lad
kneaded bread dough, not offering a word of explanation as he began buckling on
his armor.


“Let me help you, lord,” said
Hector, dusting the flour off his hands to assist.


“No,” said Bruno “I can put
on my own armor, squire. You stay here, in the residence, and do not leave
until I return.”


“Sir Bruno?” said Hector as
the knight finished his preparations. Bruno even donned his metal helmet,
meaning he expected trouble of the sharp and pointy kind. “I'm coming with you.”


“No,” said Bruno, turning to
regard the lad. “This is not the kind of danger that an extra blade can protect
me from. This will be a battle of words, of wills, and I am not certain that I
can triumph. That is why you will stay here, in case you need to get word back
to the kingdom. Understand?”


“No,” said Hector “what is
happening, Sir Bruno? I've not seen you...worried before.”


“The king,” said Bruno
incredulously “in his infinite wisdom, has decided to conscript from the
peasant population. I am to deliver the edict that twelve of Ravensford's young
men must report to the capital for service.”


“Madness,” said Hector “already
tongues wag of revolution from the man's ludicrously high taxes! Why would he
do such a thing?”


“He intends to wage a
campaign in the Blood Wood,” said Bruno “and break our long truce with the
faerie.”


“By the Allfather's beard...”
said Hector “The faerie will not tolerate it for an instant! It will be war...”


“And he needs soldiers to
wage that war,” said Bruno “hence the conscription. It could be worse; He has
only asked for a dozen and not for a hundred.”


“Be careful, Sir Bruno,” said
Hector.


“Be safe, boy,” said the
knight, offering a smile to the squire. “Likely, I will not face much worse
than harsh words and grumbling.”


Hector watched as the knight
strode from their residence, making for the town square.


“Then why are you armored?”
he said, placing a palm upon the glass window.
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Thurston swung open the door
to his barn, an angry scowl creasing his handsome features.


“You are loud enough to wake
the dead,” he said in a harsh tone.


The barn was nearly full to
capacity, but not with livestock or hay. A dozen of Thurston's closest
relatives and friends milled about, most of them clutching crudely improvised
weapons made from farming equipment. Davros and six of his men were there as
well, a stark contrast with both their better equipment and more somber manner.
The mayor stalked up to the old soldier, emboldened by the presence of so many
allies.


“You only brought six with
you?” he said in a hiss “I thought our risks were to be equal, oh great
commander.”


Davros sneered at his
disrespectful tone, but his words were calmly spoken.


“These six,” he said stiffly “are
veterans one and all, and are worth a hundred of your ilk. Has the Templar
spoken to the townspeople yet?”


“When last I saw,” said
Thurston with a dark grin “he was heading to the town square, pretty in his
shining armor.”


“We had best move quickly
then,” said Davros. He raised his voice to a thundering level, drawing the
attention of the unruly fellows that Thurston had gathered. “MEN! Today we
stand up to the king, and tell him; enough! Enough of his taxes...”


Many voices cheered in
agreement.


“Enough of his edicts,
forcing us to have one of the black skinned southerners in our midst.


Thurston led the rallying cry
with great enthusiasm at the mention of his hated rival.


“And now we say, enough
sacrifice! We have given up the very food from our tables to fuel his greed,
and now he wants blood-the blood of your sons! What shall we tell him?”


“ENOUGH!” shouted the men all
at once.


“Have I wondered into a
circle of knitting spinsters?” he said “what shall we tell him?”


“ENOUGH!” thundered the mob,
making Thurston's ears hurt.


“Onward, then!” said Davros,
mounting his horse. His men followed suit, keeping their mounts at a canter so
as not to outdistance Thurston and his fellows.


“I regret that you must die,
Sir Cromwell,” said Davros under his breath.
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Bruno did not bother to dodge
out of the way as the chunk of horse filth sailed through the air and impacted
against his chest. The acrid smell stung his nostrils, but he did not allow the
roiling anger in his belly to color his words.


“The edict goes on to say
that I shall be the arbiter of those conscripted,” he said as a rotten tomato
bounced past his feet. “All young, able bodied men are to report to the Templar
Residence on the morrow for the choosing. That will be all.”


He rolled up the parchment as
another fetid missile dashed against his shining leg greave. When the town
crier had rang his bell and caused a gathering of Ravensford, the knight had
felt a knot growing in his belly. He had hoped to see Allison among those
gathered, for just the sight of her gave him comfort, but he could not spot her
freckled face amid the throng.


Bruno thought about stopping
by the Hammer to look for her, but the mob at his back hurling insults and
projectiles made him think better of it. Instead, he turned onto the wide main
street and headed for the residence. He had just crossed the bridge over the
babbling creek when he noticed the riders heading for him. Their armor was
military grade, but all heraldry had been buffed out. However, Bruno's eyes
widened with recognition as the leader kicked his horse into a brief gallop,
telling his allies to hold their position by simply raising his mailed fist.


“Duncan,” said Bruno, staring
up at the rider as he stopped a few feet away “is that you, old man? What in
the world are you doing out here in this Allfather forsaken wilderness?”


The knight's smile faded when
he saw the hard set of Davros's jaw.


“Sir Cromwell,” he said “it
has been...too long. Know that whatever occurs today, it does so without any
rancor on my part.”


“Whatever occurs,” echoed
Bruno, eying the armed men at Davros's back “what has happened, my friend?”


“We have found ourselves,”
said Davros “on opposite sides of a revolution, my most noble sir. Unless you
would, by some circumstance, forsake the king and join me.”


“I swore an oath,” said
Bruno, eyes narrowing “to protect the crown, as you swore one to protect Lord
Mannix.”


“You are too long out of
court, sir Bruno,” said Davros “I have been released from my bond, cast out by
my former lord.”


“I see,” said Bruno “so you
seek revenge upon us all.”


Davros shook his head sadly “No,
my friend. It is because of injustice, of the suffering of the people, that I
do what I must. I promise you a good death.”


Davros spun his horse around
and rode back the thirty feet separating him from his men. Thurston sidled up
to his mount and spread his arms out wide, a stunned expression on his face.


“You did not ask for his
surrender,” said the mayor.


“Of course not,” said Davros
with a grin “I'll not ask for the sun to stop shining, or the sea to stop being
wet either, and those are more likely to occur.”


“Bah,” said Thurston “he is
but one man. If you lack the nerve to simply cut him down, allow the good
people of Ravensford to do so.”


“As you wish,” said Davros,
unable to stifle a smile.


Thurston shouted, pointing
his own crude saber at the knight and ordering a charge. He felt a rush as the
men obeyed, felt the ground shake under their heavy tread. For a brief moment,
he felt that he was the same as Davros, a bold commander with troops at his
behest.


The illusion faded a moment
later when his large, red haired cousin bore down upon the knight. Lifting his
heavy lead hammer overhead in a two handed grip, it seemed as if the lanky man
would crush the black knight with a single blow.


A foot of steel erupted from
his cousin's back amid a spurt of blood. Bruno drew the sword back out with a
smooth motion, using his steel shod foot to shove the man away.


Thurston's second favorite
cousin, the one lacking front teeth, joined his brother in oblivion a split
second later when Sir Bruno knocked away an errantly swung pitchfork and drew
the man a new red mouth under his chin.


A few moments later, the
knight disappeared under the rush of humanity as the remaining ten men laid
about with their homemade weaponry. Considerable dust was kicked up into a
cloud that further obscured their movements. Screams and the clash of metal on
metal echoed through the hot summer air, until the three men still able came
running back up the road to cower behind Davros's mounted soldiers.


“Now do you see the
implacable foe that we face?” said Davros, sneering down at Thurston. He nodded
at two of his men, who began to cock heavy crossbows. “Garek, Logan, and Bryan
shall engage him. Try to get his back to us.”


Down the dirt road, Bruce
wiped gore from his blade with a dead man's hair. He could feel the eyes of
many villagers upon him, but doubted that they would lift so much as a finger
in his aid. His jaw clenched hard as he saw the men preparing their munitions. 


“So you will cut me down from
afar, as a coward?” he shouted across the limb strewn, blood streaked dirt.


“Forgive me, Sir Bruno,”
shouted Davros back “but even the six of us would be hard pressed to defeat you
in honorable combat. Perhaps you should flee, before my men finish winching
back their bows.”


“Never!” shouted Bruno,
moving forward in a doomed run. He knew that he would never be upon the bowmen
in time, even without the three mounted men beginning their charge. His only
hope was to delay them long enough for Hector to make his escape.


One of the mounted soldiers
angled for him, a heavy ax hefted up for a murderous chop. Bruno ducked low and
thrust his sword into the man's calf, nearly severing the limb as the ax
whizzed past his head. The man screamed, blood flowing down his horse's side as
the ax fell from his fingers.


The other two were more
cautious, slowing their mounts to a walk and attempting to flank him on either
side. Realizing they were trying to expose him to the crossbows, the knight
tried his best to avoid being outmaneuvered on the dirt road. He glanced up
ruefully at the bowmen, realizing that one of them had a bolt cocked and aimed
at his chest.


With a shout born half of
triumph, half of fear, Hector dashed out of the bushes at the side of the road
and buried the tip of Bruno's lance into the belly of the bowman. The tip
scraped against the man's ribcage and became stuck, but the squire had already
released the handle. Whipping his fine longsword out of its scabbard on his
back, he smote the weapon from the other man's hand, the bolt discharging
harmlessly into the thicket.


Bruno cursed at his squire's
stupidity even as he celebrated his heroism. Now determined to triumph more for
the lad's life than his own, he aggressively attacked the mounted man on his
left. Heartfire fueled his blows, which hammered against the other man's blade
so fiercely it was torn from his grasp to embed its notched blade into a tree
trunk. Bruno ducked under the horse's belly to avoid a chop from the other
soldier, who managed to sever a portion of his ally's empty sword hand.


Underneath the hairy beast,
Bruno braced his shoulders against its rearing belly and stood up straight with
a grunt of exertion. Horse and rider were lifted into the humid air and flung
into the other rider. Both men and their mounts collapsed into a painful heap
of tangled limbs and sharp metal.


Hector was hard pressed to
deal with the remaining bowman, who had swiftly drawn a mace from his back and
was attempting to splatter the squire's head with it. Unable to parry the
attacks for fear of his own blade breaking, he was forced to dodge and weave
around them.


Davros drew his own blade and
charged hard down the road at the Templar, who had stumbled over when he hurled
the horse and rider. The knight had just regained his feet when the former
First Sword of house Mannix struck a ringing blow to his head. Bruno's helmet
flew off as he was again forced to sprawl in the dirt. Davros rode past a dozen
feet and brought his mount about, sword again raised for a killing blow.
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Aven struggled against the
leather thongs holding her prisoner, and even more against the fumes wafting
into her nostrils. Her hands had been bound cruelly tight, and the fingers were
getting swollen and black. In her straining, she overbalanced the chair and
caused it to crash to the floor. Her cheek scraped painfully across the rough
surface, eliciting a muffled groan from her gagged mouth.


Fortune smiled, however, as
the smoke was much thinner at that height. Even better, she was able to slide
the thongs down the chair legs and free her feet.


Still bound at her wrists, as
well as having her head tethered to her knees, it took her several agonizing
minutes to drag herself across the dirty floor to the table. Standing up as
much as she could with the thong choking her, she nudged the end of the table
with her shoulder until the priest's dinner knife slid to the floor. Painfully,
she eased her way over to where it lay on the floor. Her fingers growing more
numb by the second, it slipped from her weak grasp again and again, but
stubbornly she persevered until her hands were free.


A few moments later, she was
stumbling out into the clear air. She gasped for several minutes, shaking her
head as she tried to clear it. Her hand went to the hilt of the hunting knife
at her side, green eyes narrowing as she heard the clash of metal in the
distance.
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Bruno's head rang from the
vicious strike he had suffered, making his movements slow and clumsy. He was
barely able to keep the point of Davros's blade from his unprotected head as
the man charged past again. The force of the blow made his feet slide in the
dirt until he nearly stumbled, but the knight's mettle was not wanting and he
kept his feet.


Davros seemed to recognize
that his momentary advantage was slipping. He spurred his mount forward and
began a relentless assault on the woozy Templar. Still off balance, Bruno could
not mount any sort of offense, and was forced to give ground to the mounted
soldier. Gone was the smiling face of his old friend, replaced by a determined
scowl of a seasoned warrior. Bruno was as good with a blade as any Templar, but
Davros had spent twenty years tutoring nobles on the art of dueling. Only the
knight's dirt and blood streaked armor kept him from death, and still his side
ached beneath the metal skin from a well-aimed blow.


Up the road, Hector faced his
own moment of truth and faltered. Unable to get within reach of his mounted
opponent, the squire turned his blade upon the man's horse. The front foreleg
was neatly severed, both mount and master screaming as they tumbled to the
dirt. Hector stood upon the man's chest and drove his blade in a two handed
downward thrust through the eye slits of the soldier's helmet. The man's feet
kicked as one last guttural scream issued from his dying throat. Hector's blade
was drenched in gore as the dying soldier tried to use his bare hands to draw
the blade from his skull, until at last his fingers went limp against the
metal.


Hector dragged his blade free
just in time. Thurston had regained a bit of his nerve, thinking that Davros
was sure to triumph. The mayor frantically hacked with his weapon, driving the
squire back until he stumbled over the fallen crossbow. His blade went flying
from his grasp, and he lay on his back staring at Thurston's murderous eyes. Up
went the crude weapon, and Hector had no way to stop it.


Bruno's blade entangled with
Davros's, and they stood locked in a contest of strength. Davros was more
skilled, and he had the leverage of being on horseback, but the Heartfire
tattoos beneath Bruno's armor surged to life, pouring strength into his limbs. With
a cry of triumph, Bruno shoved the old man from his saddle, causing him to drop
into an awkward heap.


The knight danced around the
slashing hooves of his horse as it reared, and raised his blade overhead for a
death blow.


“Walk with the Allfather,
Duncan,” said Bruno grimly. Davros shut his eyes tight, sprawled helplessly on
his back with his blade several feet away.


The blow never fell. Rather,
Bruno stumbled forward a few feet, nearly trampling the old man. He felt as if
he had been punched in the kidney, turned about to see a broken bolt lying on
the dirt.


“Magnificent armor,” said
Crown, reloading a smaller, one handed crossbow with a practiced hand. “I
suppose I should aim the next one at your head.”


Davros used the distraction
to scramble to his feet, though his sword still lay on the opposite side of the
wounded knight. He squinted in the sunlight at Crown, straining to make out his
features.


“Bruce?” he said “well timed,
friend, but where has your eye patch gone?”


Bruno stood with his sword
held in a two handed grip, arms tilted across his body to unleash a powerful
swing. He advanced on the assassin, eyes glinting with murderous intent.


“I knew you were no priest,”
he said.


“Ah,” said Crown “for all the
good it did you. I can hit the eye of a sparrow from a hundred yards, knight. Your
fate is sealed.”


“If you are so sure you will
not miss,” said Bruno with a grim grin “why not take your shot?”


Crown never had a chance, as
a stone the size of a roast hen slammed into his temple. The priest collapsed
in a heap, instantly driven to unconsciousness by the heavy missile. He lay
face first in the dirt, blood leaking from a sizable gash.


Bruno looked up to see
Allison, rubbing wrists that leaked blood as well. The grim set of her features
took the knight aback, almost as much as the second rock she hefted over her
head. The barmaid stood over the fallen man, clearly intending to smash his
head flat with the heavy stone.


“Wait!” said Bruno, who spun
about to point his blade at Davros. “Keep him alive for a time, my love. Dead
men's tongues do not wag, and I have much I wish to discuss with father
Cornelius.” 


He leveraged a hard eyed gaze
at the old soldier, thrusting his blade into the man's belly until it just
broke the skin.


“Do you yield, old friend?”
said Bruno.


“I yield, sir Bruno,” said
Davros sadly. “The day is yours.”


Back up the road, Hector
rolled out of the way of Thurston's clumsy swing. He tumbled in the direction
of his fallen sword and snatched it up mid somersault to stand at the ready,
blade pointing at the mayor's breast.


“Not so easy when I am armed,
yes?” he said grimly. “Now you die, mayor, and too long have you sullied the
earth with your presence!”


Thurston hurled his blade and
made a mad run for the woods. Hector fought his instincts and did not pursue,
instead turning his concerned gaze upon the bloody carcass strewn scene not far
away. He stopped to clean his blade on the bowman's jerkin before sheathing it.
Slowly, he walked up to stand before Sir Bruno and Allison, unable to contain
his smile of pride.


“Well done, squire,” said
Bruno, clapping him on the shoulder with his free hand “well done indeed!”


Hector beamed at the
compliment, but frowned when he saw Crown lying in the bloody dirt. He grew
more alarmed when he saw Allison, bloody wounds on her wrists and face.


“Are you all right, my lady?”
he said.


“I am fine, Hector,” she
said, offering him a fierce smile. “It is the priest you should worry about.”


“Bind our prisoners, squire,”
said Bruno with a grin “we shall see what drives noble men to turn against
their king.”


“And not so noble men,” said
Aven, kicking Crown in the face when the man groaned.
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Obliteron chuckled as he
watched the melee unfold. That fool Davros was no match for the Templar, with
his Heartfire tattoos and superhuman strength. Indeed, even Oblitero's magic
may not have been enough to overcome the Templar.


It was probably a good thing
that Davros had insisted on no interference from the wizard. Not that Oblitero
was afraid—he was never that—but he was...concerned about the Templar's
prowess. Bruno was said to be one of the greatest warriors that line had ever
produced, and Oblitero did not seek pointless conflict.


It made it so hard to enjoy
the perks of his power.


Davros had not asked about
Sabia, meaning that the old soldier had known what would become of her. Soon
she would be broken to the bridle like the rest of his Hell Ponies.


In the meantime, he would
busy himself with eavesdropping. It seemed a waste of his formidable magic, but
all Davros wanted was for him to observe and record, not interfere.


And play with his Hell
Ponies, of course….
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Chapter
3


Seamus cursed at his sword as it once more clattered to the floor, dropping like
a stone from his three fingered grip. Stooping low, he grasped it once more in
his blood burned extremity and turned to face the center of the room.


Stella frowned at his
continued struggles, sitting in one of the hard seats in the watch station. Her
grimoire lay open in her lap, the page depicting a complicated series of hand
gestures. She tried to return to her reading, but winced each time the big
man's blade dropped to the wooden floor.


“Why don't you give up
already?” she said, looking up with annoyance.


“Excuse me?” said Seamus,
turning his scarred face upon her. Murdoch had provided an eye patch with a
thick band that hid much of his acid ravaged skin, but he would have to mask
his entire head to conceal them completely. Stella repressed a shudder, and
went back to her book.


“Never mind,” she said.


Seamus sneered at the little
witch. It was obvious that she was only interested in saving her own skin, as
well as that massive book she clung to like life itself. Again he gripped the
blade in his hand, and again he sent it through a few attack patterns. When the
blade again skittered across the uneven floor, he became enraged, upending the
heavy table that still bore his bloodstains. 


Stella sighed, and leaned her
torso across her grimoire. She fixed Seamus with a look that bore more pity
than he was expecting.


“Look,” she said “that is a
broadsword. You're a long way off from being able to wield it in your...injured
hand. You should look into acquiring a lighter blade, perhaps a cutlass or even
a rapier.”


“Bah,” said Seamus, “what's
the use? I could not even slay a gnat, let alone the dragon who lurks beneath
our feet.”


“Perhaps you could learn to
use your left hand,” said Stella, pursing her lips.


“I can scarce even handle my
manhood with it,” said Seamus, causing Stella's face to scrunch up in disgust.


“You do not even wish to try,”
said the wizard “you'd rather just annoy me by flinging your sword to the floor
all afternoon.”


“Then cast a spell, oh mighty
one,” said Seamus, holding up his maimed hand before her face “cause new
fingers to spring up from my skin like water from a well.”


“I told you, I cannot,” said
Stella with a sigh “I do not even know if I can find this dragon of yours, let
alone find a way to kill it.”


“You must try,” said Seamus,
his jaw growing tight. “Fennik will not be able to rest until the beast has
breathed its last.”


“I must try,” she muttered “because
the small minded ingrates in this fish guts infested city have said so.”


Seamus ignored what was
likely an insult aimed his way and gripped his sword, this time with his left
hand. Though it felt clumsy and ungraceful, he did manage to hang onto the
blade's hilt.


“Perhaps this can be done,
after all,” he murmured, trying to focus his strikes upon his own dancing
shadow. Stella looked back to her book, unable to watch his awkward movements
without smiling.


At least it will be
quieter now, she thought. Seamus
disappointed her by speaking.


“How is it that you can track
the beast, anyway?” said the big man. “Will you grow the nose of a bloodhound
on your face, and sniff the dirt until you catch his scent?”


“No, you cretin,” said Stella
with a pout “your blood mingled with the dragon's. In a way I am not certain I
understand, the grimoire says you are now linked to it. I can use your blood to
find its blood.”


Seamus nodded.


“That sounds...feasible,” he
said. His face fell into a scowl a moment later. “Wait, did you say my blood?”


“I'll only need a drop,
moron,” said Stella through gritted teeth “and I'll never master the invocation
unless you cease your foolish prattle.”


Seamus shook his head,
glancing over at where Roikza slumbered in a patch of sunlight. The little
dragon sighed, not seeming to care about the tension in the room.


“Never met a wizard before,
anyway,” he said “except for those blokes what can make a bird come out of a
hat-”


“Those are magicians,” said
Stella with a sneer “and every bad thing you have heard uttered about a wizard
is their fault! My father was one of...was the greatest wizard who ever
lived. He left me this spellbook...the only spellbook not burned by the
Templars during their damned inquisitions. The secrets contained within could
drive you mad!”


“You don't seem too touched
in the head, hey?” said Seamus, a dubious expression on his face.


“My intellect can handle it!”
she said. As if on cue, the book in her lap slammed shut. “What? NO!”


Seamus guffawed as the
slender woman tried to force the cover back open. His mirth only increased as
she pleaded with the tome as if it were a living thing.


“Shut up!” she said “Do you
want to find this dragon or not?”


“I wonder,” said Seamus, the
smile fading from his face “why the watch does not simply send a contingent of
armed men into the sewers, and drive the beast out with fire and steel.”


“Are you a dolt?” she said “No,
don't answer that, I already know that you are. The watch fears for their
lives, as well they should! I would think an experienced, accredited dragon
slayer such as yourself would know that.”


Seamus thrust his sword into
its sheath, which took several tries with his left hand. Once he had slid it
home, he stalked towards the front door. Without being bidden Roikza sprung to
wakefulness and fluttered across the room to alight on his shoulder. She
nuzzled the big man's bald head, casting a baleful eye full of cunning at
Stella. Then she was off, flapping her wings into the azure sky. Stella
wondered if the little dragon was searching for the monster that burned her
master.


“You know,” Seamus said, “the
sheriff has given me dominion over you.”


“Don't remind me,” Stella
said, rolling her eyes. “I can't believe I'm under a Geas to a half wit like
you.”


“See, that's what I'm talking
about,” Seamus said angrily. “You treat me like rubbish, and I've never been
unkind to you.”


“Well, you can always order
me to be nice,” Stella grumbled. “I have to do anything you say.”


“Anything, eh?” Seamus said
with a grin.


“I don't like where this is
going,” Stella said, putting down her grimoire. 


“Stand up,” Seamus said.


Stella sighed and did as she
was commanded. She could feel the Geas's magic pulling at her, prying obedience
from her very being.


Seamus licked his scarred
lips.


“You're short, but stacked,”
he said, eying her bust. “Those robes don't do you any justice. Why don't you
take them off?”


“I don't want to,” Stella
said. 


“That's funny,” Seamus said,
cocking his head. “I thought you had to obey me.”


“You didn't give me an order,
you asked me a question,” Stella said.


“Oh, I get it now. Thanks!”


Stella smiled.


“You're welcome big man...”
her face fell. “Oh, shit...”


“Take off your clothes,” Seamus
said, his eyes narrowing “wench.”


Stella tried, she honestly
tried her damndest not to obey, but her hands moved toward her collar. Tears
streaked down her face as she pulled the robes down to her waist.


“Mmm, nice,” Seamus said,
grinning lecherously. “Keep going, I want to see your ass.”


Stella let the robes fall to
the floor. Slowly, she turned about and turned her soft, round bottom toward
the man who owned her, at least for the moment.


Seamus strode up behind her
and slapped her firmly on the left cheek. Stella winced but was too proud to
cry out. He stuck his hand between her cheeks and slid it down until he was
stroking her moist pussy lips.


“By the Allfather, you're
hairy,” he said. “I have to go and speak with some of the city’s finest about
some military back up. Why don't you shave while I'm gone, eh? After you've
finished your studies.”


Stella bit her lip on a
retort. The truth was, it felt awfully nice to have Seamus touch her, scars and
all. After being fucked by half the town of Port Gar she found his presence
oddly pleasing.


Not that she was about to
tell him that.


“Fine,” she said, starting to
pick up her robes.


“Oh,” Seamus said with a grin
“and don't put those back on. In fact, I think you should remain naked, until I
say otherwise.”


Stella turned pink, realizing
that she would be on display for the entire town.


“See you later, love,” he
said, blowing her a kiss.


Stella ground her teeth in
frustration, of more than one variety. On one hand she wanted to throttle the
big man, cast a spell to turn him into a toad. On the other, she wanted to leap
atop him and jam his cock up her twat as far as it would go...


The big man left, and
Stella's thoughts of going out into the sun after him were dispelled when the
tome abruptly fell open in her naked lap, once again showing her the
incantation she would need.


“Thank the gods,” she said
with a sigh.


Out on the streets, Seamus
kept his gaze fixed on the ground before him. However, he could not help but
notice the extreme expressions on the faces of those he passed. Some were
disgusted by his scarred visage, while some appeared pitying. The only constant
was that they annoyed him.


Worse than the stares, which
the big man told himself he had best get used to, were the whispered comments
of those he passed. He had changed out of his ruined, decorative scale mail and
into a ring mail tunic provided by Murdoch, but still folk seemed to recognize
him. It seemed as if the watch had loose tongues, and had wagged them all over
Port Gar about the scarred dragon slayer.


Not having much else to do
while Stella prepared the incantation she boasted would find the wretched
beast, Seamus found his feet taking him into a tavern. It was a bit nicer than
the places he normally drank at, which were hole in the wall dives that sold
cheap mead and ale. The fat purse at his side, a generous stipend offered by
the Port Gar Merchant's Council, encouraged him to aim his sights a bit higher.


The brightly painted sign
outside proclaimed the place The Mermaid's Rest, which he knew to be
slang for a sailor drowned at sea. The picture on the sign was cheerful,
however, and depicted a large bosomed fish woman with alluring, come hither
eyes. Unlike many taverns, it did not have an accompanying inn, and the midday
crowd seemed to indicate that the fare was at least passable.


He pushed open the swinging
door, nearly bumping into another patron. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he
noted that the conversations in the room became more muted. Indeed, when his
vision was clear enough he saw many eyes cast furtively his way. The big man
frowned, wishing that he had Roikza's comforting presence on his shoulder. He
was surprised to realize that it had been over a week since he had even thought
of caging her.


He began to tromp across the
floor, self-consciously cupping his maimed hand underneath his good one. A
scowl crossed his face when he realized the bar was full, and no empty tables
remained.


“Drink with me, dragon
slayer,” said a gruff voice from behind him. He turned to face a man sitting
near the front corner of the establishment. The stranger had merry, twinkling
blue eyes set in a face lined with age and tragedy. His bulbous nose perched
above a bristly mustache, which connected to an even more bristly black and
gray beard. Though Seamus did not much care for company at the moment, he felt
compelled by politeness to join the man at his table.


“Thank you, kind sir,” he
said as he pulled out a chair and sat down.


“No,” said the man “thank you
for doing what the watch lacks the nerve to.”


“Likely,” said Seamus
bitterly “I will go to my grave like my brother before me.”


“Aye,” said the man, slapping
a thick gnarled hand on the table “you likely will at that...unless you
are properly equipped.”


“What are you driving at?”
said Seamus, his brows coming low over narrowed eyes.


“Allow me to introduce
myself,” said the hairy man “I am Daveed of Maklarnay, late a humble
blacksmith.”


“Seamus, with no family who
will claim him,” said the big man, chuckling a bit “lately a scarred cripple.”


“Bah,” said Daveed, motioning
for the barmaid. He ordered two tall glasses of an ale that had hints of honey
and blueberries. The drink was refreshing on Seamus's hot, parched throat.


“The problem with fighting
dragons,” said Daveed “is that when you stick 'em, their blood squirts out and
melts whatever you stuck 'em with.”


“I know that, better than
most...” said Seamus darkly.


“Of course you do,” said
Daveed, a trifle embarrassed. “I didn't mean to...at any rate, the Templars up
north, where the dragons are a bigger problem, they got this wonderful stuff
called Bestas. If you work it into the steel when you're shaping it into a
weapon, no dragon blood will ever melt it.”


“The witch was saying
something like that,” said Seamus, wishing he hadn't listened to the arrogant
little git with half an ear.


“A witch?” said Daveed,
frowning fearfully.


“Never mind,” said Seamus “so
I take it you know where to get some of this Bestas?”


“Actually,” said the smith “I
was hoping you knew where to acquire some, being a dragon slayer and
all.”


“I normally hunt much smaller
dragons,” said Seamus, biting his lip as memories of his slain brother bubbled
to the surface of his mind.


“Well,” said Daveed “if you
can come across some, or discern how it's made, I can forge you a fine set of
weapons and armor, free of charge...if you share the secret of Bestas with me.”


Seamus's jaw set hard. He had
been viewing the upcoming dragon hunt as nothing more than a good way to commit
suicide. However, if the smith could truly do what he claimed, there was a chance
he could win. A slim one, no doubt, but still...


“Very well,” said Seamus,
spitting in his palm and offering it across the table to Daveed. The man added
a dollop of white froth to his own palm before clasping Seamus's hand. They
shook vigorously, and Seamus was surprised at the strength in the man's hand.


“My shop is near the
shipyards, where the smells and incessant hammering don't disturb the rich
folk,” said Daveed “look for the banner bearing a hammer on a blue field.”


“I will, Daveed,” said Seamus,
draining the last of his ale. He looked at the bottom of the glass in
amazement, because he could not fathom how it had disappeared so fast.


“Another round?” said Daveed,
his grin ear to ear.


“Thank you,” said Seamus,
smiling through his scars.
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Quinn hunched low, his nose
mere inches from the playing board. An intense look of concentration knitted
his brow as he scanned over the marble red and white playing pieces. There were
many more figures of his color remaining, but that fact did not decrease the worry
in his blue eyes.


Across the game table, Kate
sat relaxed, her chin cupped in one hand. A slight smile was across her ruby
painted lips. They were sitting in a tea room on the second floor of her
father's manor. Rich drapes the color of red wine blocked out the hot midday
sun, allowing only a smattering of red tinged light to lance across the
checkered tile floor. Nearby, a tray laden with half eaten crumpets and a jar
of honey sat on a rolling cart. 


Quinn at last moved his hand
towards a piece, one of his Towers. He paused when he heard a disapproving
grunt from Kate. The first sword met her gaze, hand still suspended above the
piece.


“You don't believe that to be
a good move?” he said with a bit of irritation.


“I said nothing,” said Kate
with faux innocence.


“Hmm,” said Quinn, returning
his attention to the board. “For someone who's lost half her pieces, I'd think
that you wouldn't have time to criticize my strategy.”


“Then why do you hesitate, oh
master of the blade?” she said sweetly.


Quinn frowned, though a ghost
of a smile tried to shine through it. With a sudden, decisive movement he slid
the piece across the board and crossed his arms.


“Check,” he said
triumphantly. “Mate in four moves.”


Kate raised her eyebrows,
then leaned forward to consider the board. After a mere half minute of
calculation, she picked up one of her Templars and used it to capture a Priest.


“Check and mate,” she said,
leaning back against her comfortable chair and delicately sipping at her tea.


“What?” said Quinn, scowling
as he stared at the board. “Bloody unbelievable! You created that opening just
to get me to drop my britches, and that's just what I did.”


“Father won't play with me anymore,”
said Kate with a mock pout “says I'm much to devious a player for his taste.”


“I can see why,” said Quinn “had
you been born Lord Mannix's son, no doubt the king would grant you your own
legion to command.”


Kate scowled a bit. The
casual mention of her sex's inferior status annoyed her for some reason. It was
one of the things she had so found attractive in Bruno. Something of an
outsider himself, he had never treated her like an inferior because of her
womanhood.


“Is something wrong, my lady?”
said Quinn.


“No,” said Kate “nothing,
just remembering the fancies of a young girl. Thank you for the game, First
Sword.”


She rose from her seat, Quinn
rising as she did and offering a bow of his head. She gathered up the hem of
her olive green gown and headed for the garden. Eschewing a change of clothes,
she walked right into the hot sun in her fancy dress. She had planned only to
sit and stare at her plants for a time, but here there were rose bushes that
needed trimming, and there her daffodils were being choked out by weeds. Soon
she was on her knees in the dirt, sweat running down her brow as she went about
her ministrations.


A frown crossed her features.
The black rose bud, the only one on a bush of red flowers, had fallen off. She
carefully picked up the wilted petals and brought them to her lips.


“Can you feel this, Sir
Bruno?” she said. “I wish you could. I wish many things were different...”


A thought occurred to her,
one that had been dancing about in the shadows of her mind. The bard's tales
were rife with stories of privileged maids who ran away from their lives of
opulence and led simple lives with their one true love. Perhaps she could run
away herself, go to that distant village in the south that Bruno had been sent
to protect....


The idea died in her breast
before it had truly taken root. Sir Bruno's sense of duty would force him to return
her to her father, forcibly cast over his shoulder if necessary. Too, she
thought of her father, of how miserable and embarrassed he would be by the
whole affair.


Still, it was a tempting
thought, and she found her spirits lightened just by the idea of going through
with it. She found herself whistling merrily as she worked. Working for over an
hour in the hot sun made her feel parched, and she soon made for the cool
confines of the manor.


A serving girl noticed her
sweaty brow and had a glass of cool water in her hand before she had even had
time to adjust her vision to her dimmer surroundings. She drained the glass,
then held the cool vessel against her forehead, gasping a bit.


She was surprised to find
Quinn pacing outside the door to her chambers, a deeply troubled look on his
face. 


“Quinn,” she said in surprise
“what has happened? You look as if you found a snake in your boot.”


“Worse, my lady,” he said
grimly “please, might we have this discussion in your chambers? There are many
ears about...”


“Of course,” she said,
opening the unlocked door to her chamber. She offered refreshment to him, but
he declined.


“Your father is busy making
preparations for the Harvest Ball,” he said “so I took the opportunity
to...access his puzzle box.”


“And?” said Kate when the man
appeared reluctant to speak. “Does he have a mistress, or an illegitimate
child, as we feared?”


“I wish it were so, lady...”
said Quinn sadly “I wish it were so. Where you present when your father
dismissed Duncan Davros from his service?”


“Yes,” said Kate, frowning at
the unpleasant memory “half the court saw it happen. They were shouting at each
other fiercely, and my father...he struck Duncan across the mouth, drawing
blood...”


“So I have heard,” said Quinn
“but have you ever known the reason why these two men, long fast
friends, would suddenly turn to hatred?”


“The only thing that father
has said,” Kate replied slowly “is that Davros insulted him. I thought it was
strange as well, but what can one do?”


Quinn sighed, then looked
into her eyes earnestly.


“Davros,” he said “has turned
traitor to the crown. He leads a small army of rebels in the forests many miles
south of here.”


“What?” said Kate, blinking
her soft brown eyes “That's impossible! How do you even know such a thing?”


Quinn reached into his
jerkin, withdrew a rolled up parchment that he handed to her. She peered at the
missive, frowning when she recognized the author.


“This is my father's hand,”
she said “but...but it says that he...that he...”


“Is providing aid to the
rebels,” said Quinn grimly. 


“Oh, father,” said Kate “what
have you done? Quinn.”


He looked up into her eyes,
attentive and loyal.


“Who else have you spoken to
about this?” she said.


“No one but you, my lady,” he
said.


“We must conceal this fact,”
she said stiffly “return the missive to my father's puzzle box, and utter not a
word of this to anyone. I will speak with my father, and try to convince him of
the foolhardiness of his actions.”


“By your will, my lady,” he
said, bowing his head.


“Quinn,” she said sadly “I
have just asked you to commit treason against the king. How can you agree so
quickly?”


Quinn smiled slightly, took
one of her hands in both of his. He gently kissed the back of her hand, his
whiskers tickling her flesh.


“Is it not obvious, my lady?”
he said, before turning on his heel and leaving her alone. Kate plopped heavily
into a chair, feeling fearful and giddy all at once.


“Oh father,” she said “what
have you gotten us into?”
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Chapter
4


I am fine, Bruno,” said Aven as the knight continued to fuss with the wounds on her wrists.
He was using a cloth treated in herbs good for preventing infection, dabbing
gently at the cuts on her flesh.


“He bound you like a slave,”
growled the ebon skinned man, the set of his jaw saying that the blood he had
already spilled was not enough to sate his appetite. 


“Aye,” said Aven, putting a
hand on his cheek “but now you must stay your wrath, my brave knight. This
father Cornelius, or One eyed Bruce, whoever he really is... only he can unravel
this mystery. Do not the severed limbs and viscera you left outside slake your
thirst for vengeance?”


“No,” he said “they do not. There
may be more blood spilled yet; Those who overtly rebelled are vastly
outnumbered by those who hold rebellion in their hearts. Worse, many of the men
slain today were brothers, husbands, fathers...”


Aven nodded sadly. “It is not
safe for you to remain in Ravensford, my lord.”


Bruno grunted, finishing the
bandage on her wrist. She felt guilty knowing that a slight expenditure of her
magical energy could close the stinging cuts, but there was a certain thrill to
be had watching the knight dote over her.


“Once I have learned what I
can from those two,” said Bruno “I shall away for the capital. The king must
know of this brazen attempt to usurp order.”


“You would leave us, then?”
said Aven.


“Aye,” said Bruno, frowning
at her “though it pains me that we must part, my fair Allison...”


He leaned forward to kiss
her, which she returned. It was her hands that shoved him away, however, her
green eyes glinting with anger.


“So that is it,” she said “you
will rut about in my hairy ditch, kiss me, then be off never to return?”


“Allison,” said Bruno,
placing a hand on her cheek. She swatted it away, a low growl escaping her
throat. “Do not...do not speak so. I...I care for you...”


“I... care for you as well,”
she said, fighting the stinging tears that threatened to well up in her eyes.


“Return with me,” he said
suddenly, a light gleaming in his eyes “I have modest lands, some of the earth
tilled by my own hand, and my house is not the largest, but, it could be your
home as well...”


“What are you saying?” said
Aven breathlessly.


“I think,” said Bruno,
seeming not to believe his own tongue “that I am asking you to be my wife.”


“Oh,” said Aven, and now the
tears did come, flowing hot down her cheeks. “Oh, Sir Bruno, I would love to
come with you, but there is something you must know-”


Hector walked into the
kitchen, saw the tender scene before him, and instantly turned to leave, nearly
running into the bound and gagged Lily. Hector had taken to keeping her
leashed, the rope tied to his waist.


“Forgive me,” he said. He had
only took a step when Bruno called him back.


“What is it, Squire?” he
said.


“The...er...” said Hector “the
priest is awake.”


“I'll be there presently,”
said Bruno. Hector nodded and gratefully made his exit.


“What is it you wished to
say?” said Bruno, putting his hand over her own.


“It can wait,” she said, her
eyes narrowing. She sniffled, wiping the mucous from her nose with the back of
her sleeve. “I would hear what this priest has to say for himself.”


Hector untied the rope from
his waist and yanked hard on the free end. Lily was forced up to her tiptoes,
choking as he sternly berated her.


“You be a good girl, now,” he
said. His hand closed about her nipple in a vice like grip, forcing her to
kneel. He put his foot on the back of her head and forced her face to the dirty
floor. Using the rope, he bound her to the stout leg of the table, leaving her
so little slack she could not even raise her head.


“Now, stay,” he said, kissing
her gently on the cheek. Bruno rolled his eyes at the tender display. It seemed
his squire would never learn.


They tromped down the stairs
to the residence's cellar. The cool air felt good on their skin, though the
sensation seemed lost on their captives. Davros had been bound about the torso
with twine, his hands lashed together in his lap. The troublesome priest was
similarly secured, but while Bruno's old friend was comfortable in a chair,
Crown was lying on his bottom in the dirt. A large swollen knot was on the side
of his head, partially closing his left eye.


“So,” said the little man,
addressing Aven “it seems as if our positions are reversed. I admit I
underestimated you, my dear.”


“Shut up,” said Bruno,
grabbing the little man by his face. “You don't speak to her. Never speak to
her again, understand?”


He roughly shook the man's
head from side to side, so fiercely Hector and Aven feared his neck would snap.


“Of course,” said Crown,
staring somberly up into Bruno's eyes. “Instead, I will bargain with you, oh
knight.”


“Bah,” said Davros, turning
his baleful gaze upon the assassin “what have you to offer, except lies and
deceitful acts, 'Bruce?'“


“Had you been able to fulfill
your end, we would not be in this position,” said Crown with a slight smile.


“We are not allies, worm,”
said Davros, spitting in the dirt at his feet.


“Talk,” said Bruno, grabbing
the man by the face once more “talk, or I shall gladly break your jaw.”


“Very well,” said Crown,
getting as comfortable as he could. “Where would you like me to start?”


“How about your name?” said
Davros “I take it you are neither old soldier or priest.”


“Yes,” said Bruno “let's
begin there. Who are you, little man, and why do you bring your treachery here?”


“My name is not important,”
said Crown “some call me Crown, some by other names, but I am perhaps best
known by the rather unsubtle moniker of the Gray Death.”


Bruno burst out laughing, as
did Hector. Even Davros looked amused, though Aven's brow knitted with
confusion.


“I do not understand,” she
said “why are you laughing?”


“The Gray Death,” said Hector
“is ten feet tall, and wields a sword that can cut a man's home in half, with
him still inside!”


“Aye,” said Bruno “and he has
the fires of hell glowing in his eyes, which he can unleash upon those
unfortunate enough to cross his path.”


“So I have heard,” said Crown
with a chuckle “as you can see, the reality has been a bit...exaggerated. But I
am the Gray Death, late employed by King Drakken.”


“Lies,” said Bruno “the King
would never employ an assassin! He is an honorable man-”


“I can believe it,” said
Davros, drawing Bruno's attention. “I am one of perhaps a dozen men on the face
of the Allfather's earth who know of his true plans, Bruno. Have you not wondered
where all the coin he has collected has gone to?”


“I do not question my
betters,” said Bruno with a growl. Crown began laughing, almost hysterically. 


“Explain yourself, worm,”
said Aven, trying out a new epithet. She found it oddly appropriate for the
little man.


“I'm sorry,” he said “it's
just the irony of it all. The knight defending the honor of the very man who
contracted me to kill him.”


“Ridiculous,” said Hector “you
want us to believe that not only do you do the king's bidding, but that you are
to assassinate sir Bruno?”


“I confess it is a bit odd,”
said Davros, who seemed to be on Bruno's side in the interrogation “Bruno is a
Cromwell by adoption, not birth, and has no claim to the throne.”


“As well as being one of the
Sun People,” said Hector.


“Indeed,” said Crown “but his
majesty has been a bit...preoccupied with fortune telling and augury of late. It
seems he has reason to believe that you will overthrow him, sir Bruno.”


“Preposterous,” said Bruno “never,
have I even for a minute desired the throne!”


“It is true, sir Bruno,” said
Davros “I have seen the king's madness first hand. Do you know what he has done
with all the coin he has collected? Nothing.”


“Nothing?” said Bruno with a
frown.


“Nothing,” echoed Davros,
seeming to gain momentum “it just lays about in tall piles beneath Fort
Drakken, in a chamber with a high vaulted ceiling that many engineers died to
build.”


Aven's face had gone pale,
and new sweat broke out on her brow despite the chill air of the cellar. No one
noticed, their attention focused upon the old swords master.


“Is it truly so?” said Bruno,
a skeptical expression on his face.


“Have you ever known me to
lie, Bruno?” said Davros. “I have seen it with my own eyes, as has Lord Mannix.
We were at the lands meet over two years ago, and in our drunkenness got turned
around in the myriad meandering corridors within the keep. We were accosted by
a brace of Templars who sent us on our way. I do not think that they knew what
we had beheld, or likely our bones would lie beneath the rock still.”


“Lord Mannix?” said Bruno. “He
is involved in this as well?”


“Of course,” said Davros with
a smile “why do you think he cast me out, and broke your engagement to the Lady
Katherine? He sought to protect you and his daughter from his treasonous acts,
should they see the light of day.”


“Bruno,” said Aven, drawing
four pairs of eyes to her. “I know...I know what Drakken is planning, why he
has amassed so much coin.”


“Spit it out, woman,” said
Davros, which drew glares from both Bruno and the maid. 


“He is trying to attract a
Queen,” she said.


“Of course,” said Crown,
chuckling “he's nearing eighty years, and has no heir.”


“No, you dolt,” said Aven,
her green eyes narrowing “a Queen Dragon.”


“Allison,” said Bruno
politely “I have fought many dragons, and none of them have worn a crown or
bore a scepter.”


“Not a human queen,” said
Aven “have you never dug into an anthill as a child, man, and seen that there
is an ant much larger than the rest? An ant which lays eggs as often as you and
I draw breath.”


“So you're saying that
Drakken wishes to generate an army of dragons,” said Hector, doubting the words
even as he spoke them.


“Precisely,” said Aven.


“Rubbish,” said Davros “dragons
are stupid beasts, who care only for slaughter and food. Gold would not attract
them, any more than it would attract rodents or wolves.”


“Queen Dragons are a
different breed,” said Aven “they have thoughts in their mind as men do, and
they ply them only towards the propagation of their own race. The king is a
fool, who will unleash a plague unlike any other upon all of us.”


“Bah,” said Davros “your
woman prattles on long about little. How would a barmaid know anything of
dragons, and their ways?”


“Because,” said Aven, drawing
herself to her full height. “I am no barmaid, swordsman.”


Gathering her innate
energies, she used them to nudge her flesh back into its natural shape.


“Tomorph,” she said loudly,
and her features flowed like water. The green eyes and face of Allison the
barmaid were still there, but were sharper, more feral. Round curling horns
jutted from her skull, and her legs lengthened and bent. Hector plastered
himself against the back wall of the cellar, and an acrid smell filled the air
as Davros relieved himself. Bruno stood, jaw slack, as he beheld the change. Only
Crown was unaffected, smugly smiling at the fearful reactions of the others.


“I am Aven of Still Hollow,”
she said “I am a hunter, a warrior, and a wielder of magic. And I am
faerie...somewhat.”


Bruno nodded slowly, putting
together the pieces of a puzzle he had not even known he had.


“I knew, on some level, in
some way,” he said “that you were special, no mere country maid...”


“Sir Bruno, are you daft?”
said Davros “She is faerie! Your sworn duty is to protect good folk from the
likes of her!”


“Lies,” said Aven, narrowing
her eyes dangerously “at first, the Templars were our allies against the
dragons. Our people's combined might was needed to end the life of the last
queen, in a long forgotten age. Where do you think the secret of Heartfire came
from? It is faerie magic that gives the Templars their strength.”


Bruno stared down at his
forearm, the blue designs glinting in the torchlight. He raised his gaze to
Aven's unusual form, focusing on her eyes. Though she now stood a foot taller
than he, and had furry shins that ended in cloven hooves, the warmth in her
gaze was undiminished. He was surprised to find that his feelings were
unchanged. In fact, the prospect of riding into battle with one of the fey folk
had him oddly thrilled. He also wondered if her new body would be as responsive
beneath the sheets...


“Stop staring,” said Hector
with a chuckle “you can make moon eyes over each other later.”


The squire moved out from
behind Davros's chair and offered his hand to her. Aven was taken aback, but
still held it gently in her own.


“A pleasure to meet the real
you,” said Hector. “I understand I owe you my life.”


“More than you know,” said
Aven, glaring at Crown “that one sought to smother you while you lay helpless
in his hut.”


Hector turned a truly
monstrous gaze upon Crown, who shrank back a bit in spite of himself.


“I have been plagued by
nightmare of late,” he said “where I am drowning though I am not in water. Now
I know why.”


Hector's short bladed knife
came free of its sheath, and he took a step towards Crown. Bruno interposed his
arm between the two of them.


“He deserves to die, Sir
Bruno,” said Hector pleadingly.


“Perhaps,” said the knight “but
he may prove to be useful.”


“What are you planning,
knight?” said Davros suspiciously.


“I am going to return to the
capital,” he said “and see the king's madness for myself. If necessary, I will
carry out the Thirteenth Duty.”


Hector dropped the knife to
the dirt floor, his jaw falling nearly as far.


“Thirteen?” said Hector “I
only know of twelve! The first is the Duty to the Allfather. The second is to
the people. The third-”


“I know the duties, squire,”
said Bruno “including one which is only given to those who survive the
Heartfire. The Thirteenth Duty is to...remove a monarch who has gone corrupt.”


“Regicide,” said Davros
grimly. “I can see why your order keeps it secret.”


“It matters not,” said Crown “the
Templars are fiercely loyal to Drakken, as they are one of the few who have
garnered a bit of the taxes for themselves. They will not aid you, knight. Likely,
you will be struck down by the king's soldiers ere you even set foot in the
castle.”


Bruno turned his gaze upon
Davros. Stooping low, he scooped up Hector's knife and used it to sever the
man's bonds.


“What are you doing?” said
Hector.


“Duncan,” said Bruno “I have
need of your men.”


“You shall have them,” said
Davros, rubbing his wrists “but I fear it will take an army to besiege Fort
Drakken, and I have less than three hundred who have pledged to my cause. Many
of them are simple folk, and not soldiers...”


 “I know where you can find
an army, Bruno,” said Aven, her fingers brushing the knight's arm. His gaze
fell upon her, at once loving and a bit fearful. “My folk will aid you.”


“The farmers and craftsmen of
Ravensford,” said Hector with a frown.


“No,” she said “my other folk.”
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Oblitero rubbed his chin,
nervous sweat breaking out on his face beneath the mask. A dragon queen? The
implications were magnificent! Why, with a dragon queen under his spell he
could create an army strong enough to conquer the North, maybe even the whole
world!


He dismissed the scrying
spell with a wave of his hand, and the small pond of brackish water returned to
its murky state. The time had come for him to return to his demense, and though
he could have created another portal with his magic, he preferred to ride in
style when time was not of the essence.


“Shupak,” he said, waving his
hands in the complicated gestures needed to harness ley line energy. A swirling
portal of purple mist appeared, much larger than the ones he'd created for
himself. A loud whinny erupted from the aperture, heralding the arrival of
Oblitero's coach.


The first Hell Pony made her
way through the gate and into the woods, her iron shod feet shooting up lines
of purple fire. Thigh high leather leggings were laced up tight, their tops
just inches from the dangling weights hanging from her thick pussy lips. Her
waist was tightly encircled by a leather cincher, which connected to her
leather wrist cuffs by heavy chains, holding them securely behind her. Her face
was covered by one of his Hell Pony masks, heavy rough and uncomfortable,
though it did allow the ponies to walk on air as if it were solid ground.


Her mouth was the only part
of her face exposed, and it had a spiked pony bit shoved into place and buckled
tight behind her thick mane of black hair.


The Pony made her way into
the forest, followed by the next, a slim blonde who he'd taken on a whim from
her peasant father. The third and final pony was his new catch, Sabia, who
stumbled a bit as she changed terrain from the smooth flagstones of his castle
to the rough undergrowth.


The Ponies pulled an ornate
iron coach behind them, emblazoned with his personal sigil; An Iron mask on a
field of purple fire, flanked by two naked pony girls. 


His driver tried to say 'whoa,'
but it was a bit hard for the willowy lass with that heavy ball gag strapped
between her teeth. Her hands were bound before her with iron manacles, with
just enough slack between them to handle the reigns. She was, of course, as
naked as the Hell Ponies, though she wore knee high boots and a shiny leather
hat.


Oblitero was feeling a bit
anxious, so he went to the first Pony in line and disconnected her from the
rest. She whimpered a bit as he dragged her by the reigns to a nearby tree
stump, probably because of the ants crawling all over it.


“Oh, they don't bite,” he
said “much.”


He shoved her forward,
eliciting a squeal from her gagged mouth. Her ass was now in the air, wet pussy
lips slightly parted. Obliteron was aroused, but being an elderly man his cock
didn't quite get as stiff as it should have. Thus, he used a minor charm to get
himself not only hard as iron, but longer than a horse.


“Yessss,” he hissed as he
thrust the head against her asshole. The Pony squirmed, but a handful of her
hair controlled her well enough. He rubbed his cock against her rectum several
more times before he moved down to her pussy. There would be time enough to
bust her ass later.


Oblitero thrust himself hard
into her, their hips slapping together in a rhythmic tattoo that echoed through
the forest. The other ponies pawed at the ground. The new one, Sabia, seemed
abhorred and wished to escape, but the little blonde one whimpered and thrust
her tits out, as if trying to entice him.


“I'll be with
you...momentarily….” he said between pants. He had to be careful, since he was
old, not to over exert himself, but he often got carried away when fucking his
ponies.


“Soon,” he panted “I'll have
an invincible dragon army to darken the skies. And then...”


He threw his head back and grunted
as he came hard inside the pony. Maybe she would get pregnant again, and he
could sell the child. Of course, she would not get any time off from her
duties. No maternity leave for his pets.


“...whew. And then, I'll
conquer the world. And ALL of the pretty women will be my ponygirl slaves.”


Oblitero felt like laughing,
so he did. The pony whimpered as he moved his cock to take her ass.


[image: ]










Chapter
5


Kate did a pirouette on the thick wooden block upon which she stood, allowing the skirt of
her rich auburn gown to flow outwards. The fabric was simple cloth, and not
silk or satin, but it felt good against her skin. A pattern of laced twine ran
up the front of the gown at the waist, terminating in a liberal expanse of her
cleavage. Her smooth, freckled shoulders were exposed in the garment due,
though she frowned a bit at the uneven color of her skin.


A pair of maids flanked her
on either side, bearing pins, scissors and a measuring strand. One of them
sprang into action as a clap was heard outside her chamber doors.


“Lord Mannix,” she said,
bowing low before the wiry man. 


“Is my daughter decent?” he
said, his face wary.


“I am, father,” said Kate,
smiling as he swept into the room. His brown eyes widened at the sight of her
exposed skin, and he stammered for several moments before finding his voice.


“I thought she was decent!”
he fumed.


“She is fully clothed,
lord...” said one of the maids.


“You call that fully clothed?”
said Lord Mannix. “I've seen ladies of the night who covered themselves more! You
might as well dress her in a loincloth and grass headdress like one of the Sun
People!”


“Well, Father,” said Kate
with a wry smile “If that's the fashion, then perhaps I should...”


“If you wish your father to
go to an early grave, then by all means...” said Mannix, his glare dismissing
the serving maids.


“Oh, don't be so harsh,” said
Kate, pushing her bustline up a bit “all the maids will be wearing
dresses such as this. It's a ball, for goodness sake.”


“All but one,” he said “you must
choose another dress. I insist.”


“You do like to protect me
from myself,” said Kate carefully, still beholding her gaze in the floor length
silver mirror. “Do you not?”


Her strange tone raised the
lord's eyebrow. Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, he chose his own words with
equal aplomb.


“You are my only child,” he
said “the only piece of your mother I have left. I'd do anything to protect
you.”


“Including lying to me?” she
said, turning to gaze on him directly. Her normally jovial expression was
darker by several shades, and the tight line of her lips clearly indicated her
mood.


“Lying to you?” said Mannix,
though he turned to fidget with the stack of gowns yet to be tried on. “What
makes you think I have ever lied to you?”


Kate sighed, stepping down
off the block. She walked up behind her father and embraced him, wrapping her
arms around his torso and leaning her head on his still sturdy shoulder.


“I'm worried for you,” she
said “you take the world upon your shoulders, but you are no titan, father.”


“Spare me your heathen
sayings,” said Mannix, but his voice lacked any venom. “A father's place is to
worry for his daughter. A daughter's place is to grow into a refined, peaceable
woman, worthy to be on the arm of any noble.”


“Is that all there is for me?”
she said. “To be the simpering, submissive wife of a wealthy man?”


Mannix gently broke her grip,
turned about to face her. He ran his palm down her smooth cheek, getting a bit
of rouge on his hand. The look in his eyes spoke of love, which she had been
expecting, but also of fierce pride.


“No,” he said “I feel you
have a greater destiny. Your...mannishness, and forgive me for I know not else
what to call it, may be just what the kingdom needs.”


“Then why,” said Kate “are
you trying to marry me off to the king? Are the family's finances really that
desperate?”


“No!” said Lord Mannix,
briefly covering his face with his hand. “No, of course not. Rather, it is my
hope that your counsel will help to...mitigate some of his Majesty's
more...grandiose designs.”


“I see,” said Kate, blowing
out a sigh “so I am to marry a man whom I do not love, who is old enough to be
my grandfather, all for the good of the kingdom.”


“Yes,” said Lord Mannix,
though his eyes glistened with moisture “yes, absolutely. We nobles must often
give up what we really want, in order to do what we really must. You have been
listening to too many stories from the maids. Perhaps the commoner can choose
who to spend their lives with, but for us...it's not so simple.”


Kate slipped her arms around
his waist, kissed him gently on the cheek.


“Is that why you never...”
she said softly “...never took another wife?”


She felt his body stiffen
against her own, could sense the pain that was still just as real as it had
been fifteen years prior when her mother had sickened and died. Still, his hand
moved to stroke her soft hair, and his voice was gentle when he spoke.


“To tell you the truth,” he
said “being around another woman would only remind me that Caroline is gone to
the Allfather. She was my one, my all...”


“You did not marry her for
duty,” she said, lifting her face so she could gaze into his lined visage.


“No,” he said, chuckling “it
was arranged by our fathers. I was so nervous when we first met, I vomited up
bones. We were lucky, as our parents had chosen well. It was a good match. A
good match...”


“I'm sorry,” said Kate “I
should not have said anything.”


“Rubbish,” said Mannix “your
mother is with the Allfather in Paradise, but we must keep her alive in our
hearts. Every time she made us laugh, or made you angry, every tear and every
sigh, though it might make us weep at our loss.”


“I miss her too,” said Kate,
pulling away from him. She fixed him with a stern stare, putting her arms
akimbo. “And I wonder what she would think of your...investments in the south.”


“This again?” said Mannix,
trying to dismiss it with a chuckle and a wave of his hand.


“Father,” she said “I know.”


“You know what?” he said,
still not understanding.


“I know.” Said Kate
firmly, and the harshness of her eyes would brook no further innuendo. Mannix
reacted as if struck, flinching and turning his face away from his daughter.


“How?” he said, still not
meeting her gaze.


“Quinn,” she said, which
prompted a frightful look from him. “Do not be alarmed, as he has only told me.
He is a good man, a noble man though he lacks his lands and title. The first
sword has promised not to utter a word to any.”


“Excellent,” said Mannix with
a half-smile “He does seem quite the devoted man, does he not? But is he
devoted to me, I wonder, or to my daughter...”


“Father, please,” said Kate,
her cheeks flushing with color “do not change the subject. Why are you doing
these...why would you commit...”


“Treason?” said Mannix, who
went to the door. He opened it and glanced up and down the hallway, ensuring
there were no prying ears about. When he came back into the room, his face was
grim. “For one, the King seems to have become...ill-humored of late.”


“So?” said Kate. “The
monarchy have raised taxes in the past, and ever has the Drakken line been
swift to dispense harsh justice-”


“True,” said Mannix, holding
up a palm to halt her tirade “but never so high, and never so brutally! Eighty
percent, Katherine. The crown takes eighty of every hundred bushels of wheat,
eighty of every hundred fatted calves, eighty of every hundred silver that the
chimney sweep earns. It is difficult, nay, impossible for a man to
survive on such, at least not honestly. When men lack the means to support
themselves, they will turn to desperation. Thus, we have bandits on every
highway, pickpockets on every corner, and yes-those who wish to see things made
better.”


Kate chewed on her lower lip,
digesting what he had said. When she looked at her father, his thin boned,
handsome face, his fine garments and neatly shaven cheeks, he seemed hardly like
a rebel. Still, there was a fire in his eyes, life in his voice that she had
not seen since her mother had passed.


“Why take this risk?” she
said at length. “You and the nobles have sway at court! If I...if I marry
Drakken, will your own influence not expand?”


Mannix walked to her window,
stared out at her beautiful garden below. The sun had just begun to dip below
the horizon, bathing him in soft golden light. She allowed him the time to
gather his thoughts, even as she tried to make sense of the convoluted jumble
inside her own head.


“What is it,” he said “that
you think the King has done with all the coin he has collected?”


“Raising an army,” said Kate “he
has insurgents to deal with, as well as a campaign to mine the Blood Wood.”


“Indeed,” said Mannix “that
is what I surmised as well. Do you remember two years ago, when Duncan and I
became a bit tipsy-”


“Falling down drunk,” said
Kate with a gentle smile.


“-Falling down drunk,” said
Mannix with a laugh “and we became lost beneath Fort Drakken? Well, we beheld
something there, something that disturbs me greatly, because of the sheer
insanity of it.”


“What did you find?” said
Kate when his voice trailed off. “A hidden torture chamber where he keeps maids
chained to the wall, a pit of feces in which he bathes himself?”


“Nothing so simple,” said
Mannix “he has done nothing with the coin, child. Nothing. It
sits in great heaps and stacks beneath the floors of Fort Drakken, spilling its
glittering mass upon the floor. Literally, a kingdom's ransom, and he lets it
sit. Peasants starve, and he lets it sit. The roads more than ten miles from
the kingdom are all but washed out into mud, and he lets it sit.”


“Why?” said Kate, scarcely
able to comprehend such a mountain of treasure, let alone allowing it to gather
dust.


“Who can comprehend the minds
of the mad?” said Mannix. “I know not if it is dementia, or poison, or a bit of
undigested leek in his innards, but something has caused Drakken to abandon
reason for madness.”


“Could you not expose him?”
said Kate. 


“No,” said Mannix sadly “our
influence is great, but as I have no sons there is little doubt that whoever
you take as husband will end up my heir. Thus, I am a serpent without fangs, a
cat without claws. Any such accusations I might make would be seen as the ramblings
of an old man desperate to cling to his fleeting power.”


“Then let me help you,” said
Kate “I can-”


“NO!” shouted Mannix, wincing
at the way his voice reverberated throughout the chamber. “No,” he said more
softly “it is bad enough that you know as much as you do. For your protection,
you must let me do this myself. You must.”


Kate cast her soft brown eyes
at the tiled floor. She felt her father standing close, looked up at him as he
gently cupped her chin with his hand.


“Do not fret,” he said “let us
speak of gowns, and decorations, and feasting, and leave these heavy matters
for the converse of men, yes?”


She returned his embrace, but
her eyes were hard as she stared over his shoulder. 
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Whipple eagerly seized the
frothy mug in both of his pudgy hands, bringing it to his whiskered lips and
taking a generous pull. A bit of foam clung to his mustache as he set the
crockery back down on the table. Across from him, his wife frowned forlornly at
the display. She was a woman nearly two decades younger than he, enticed to his
side by the wealth his produce brought him. Though she had never been noble
(which had more than one meaning in this case) she seemed determined that he
would behave as one. The frown became a full blown scowl when he wiped his face
with the back of a hairy forearm.


“Use a napkin, please,” she
said, her tone wheedling but her gaze harsh. She was a dark-skinned woman, tall
and lean. Her curly black hair and wide nose bespoke of Sun People heritage,
but her eyes were the pale green of the sea. The gown she wore had set him back
nearly as much as a new horse would have, and its pleated taffeta skirt and
delicately tapered ribbons were quite out of place in a modest restaurant like
the one they found themselves in.


“Sorry,” he said, more to
prevent an argument than because he was truly remorseful.


“Hey, Whipple,” said a man,
clapping him upon the shoulder so roughly he spilled a bit of his drink on
himself. “Heard that dragon of yours got another one last night. Dragged
Mielar's wife off in its jaws, it did.”


“Bah,” said Whipple as he
stared up at the man's grinning visage “more likely, his wife ran off with
another man, and he's taken to blaming the dragon. And it is hardly mine.”


“He did not even see it,”
said his wife, glowering at the visitor with such tenacity that he ended up
leaving with but a shrug.


“Got Mielar's wife?” said
another man from across the room, his voice rudely loud. “I heard a couple of
urchins say it's got itself a nest made of bones in the sewers.”


“Aye,” said another “the same
urchins who last week swore on their lives that a star fell into the sea.”


“Do these people have no
manners?” she said, pouting at Whipple.


“Gertrude, please,” said
Whipple, taking another drink of his mead “folk are excited at times like
these. You have to expect a little bit of rudeness.”


“I can expect decency and
decorum,” she said “but I'm likely to be disappointed.”


The door to the street swung
open. A dirt streaked youth leaned his freckled face within, shouting to all
the patrons.


“The dragon has returned!” he
said in a holler. “It slaughtered the horses at Gaol's Stable, and now the
watch have it trapped!”


The youth was gone, the door
swinging shut behind him. Many of the restaurant's patrons gave each other
incredulous looks, then bolted for the door themselves. Whipple found himself
rising from his chair, an eager grin on his face.


“Sit down,” said Gertrude.


“But,” said Whipple, pointing
at the nearly empty establishment “but all the other men are going to see the
dragon!”


“And if they used a mason's
tool and drilled a hole in their heads,” she said “would you be so eager to do
that as well? Sit down, fool. It is probably just a large lizard that wandered
inside to escape the summer sun.”


Whipple sat down reluctantly,
casting one last longing glance at the open front door.
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The dragon had found
itself too large to fit through the hole that first allowed it into the Port
Gar sewers. It was of little consequence, as the beast used its massive, scaled
body to carve out a new one. It hunger seemed to grow by the minute, and its
nostrils detected the aroma of prey nearby.


Ignoring the terrified
screams of the folk on the streets, it padded sinuously down the dirt path
until it reached the source of the tantalizing odor. Using its horned, yellow eyed
head to shove the flimsy wooden barrier blocking its path, it crouched low to
fit through the ten foot doorway.


Once inside, it was able
to lift its scaled belly out of the dirt hay. The four legged animals panicked,
whinnying and kicking hard against their wooden stalls. The dragon rose up,
placed its forelegs on one of the swinging gates. Its own weight easily brought
the structure down. Though its body was too large to fit into the stall, its
head was just the right size to slither in and bite the horse's head off in one
snap.


As the dragon feasted, it
was dimly aware of shouting outside the stable, of booted feet and jangling
metal. However, it was secure in its own invincibility, that it was the apex
predator and had nothing to fear from the soft bodied animals that walked on
two legs. Thus, it continued to batter down the stall gates and feast upon the
hoofed animals within. Perhaps it would take a few of the two legged ones, as
well...
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“Where's your bloody dragon
slayer, Captain?” said a watchman as Murdoch came hurrying up the street. “We
got the dragon cornered in there, we do!”


“He and the naked witch are
trying to make a batch of Besk,” said the portly captain, squinting at the open
door to the stable. Though he saw no sign of the beast, the fetid smell
emanating from the opening clearly indicated the slaughter within. “Likely, the
dragon is long gone.”


“You want to wager on that?”
said the watchman, casting his eyes downward at the muddy street. He scooped up
an apple core by the stem and hurled it into the dark doorway. A moment later
they heard a deep rumbling, feeling it in their bellies. Murdoch's blade was in
his hand without him remembering having drawn it.


“Get archers down here,” said
Murdoch “and hurry.”


“A contingent from the
militia is on their way,” said the watchman. “Hopefully, the beast will stay
inside and sleep off its meal.”


Murdoch chewed on a knuckle
of his index finger. He stared into the dark interior, though the bright sun
made it difficult to make anything out more than a foot inside.


“We need straw,” he said “and
pitch, as well as stout hearted lads to place it around the stable.”


“You're going to burn it
down?” said the watchman. “But are not dragons said to be able to breathe fire-”


“Our dragon slayer assures me
that is a myth,” said Murdoch.


“But Goal will be furious if
you burn down his stable,” said another watchman “already he speaks of the city
owing him for the head of horses he lost.”


“The city will buy him a new
one,” said Murdoch “I'll not risk my men against that monster. We will burn the
stable and the dragon with it. Our friend Seamus will simply have to find
another job.”


Murdoch stood back across the
street as his orders were carried out. At first his men would only throw the
straw at the structure, not wishing to get too close. However, as they piled
more and more tinder about, and the dragon had no apparent reaction, they grew
more bold. One of them even risked sticking his head within the wooden stable,
trying to make out the dragon. When he came hustling back, his face was white
as a sail.


“It's huge,” he said
breathlessly. “Bigger than the serpent tongued gray horses the Sun People
employ in their labors.”


“It lives,” said Murdoch with
a growl “and all things that live must eventually die. Take heart, fellows,
this is nothing more than pest control on a grand scale.”


“Aye,” said one cheerful wit “we
could use new boots, Captain!”


“I'll make it into a belt,
myself,” said Murdoch as two stout lads ran towards him, heavy buckets of pitch
held in each hand. The black viscous fluid spilled out of the containers in
their haste.


The watchmen drew straws to
see who would set and light the pitch while Murdoch organized the arriving
militia men into two rows of twelve. They obeyed sullenly, for the militia
considered themselves a more elite organization than the watch, though
Murdoch's authority was not disputed.


The first trails of smoke
began to drift from the pitch laden straw, causing the captain to brace himself
for action. No scaled body lunged from the darkness, however, even as the
stable itself began to smolder. Murdoch dispensed a half dozen of his men to
watch the fire and ensure it did not spread to the surrounding structures, most
of which were stables as well.


After the flames began to
lick the sky, the captain allowed himself to relax. Perhaps the beast had
succumbed to the smoke, and lay broiling within the burning stable. Perhaps no
men had to die this day...


A long, low rumbling growl
shook his innards and his nerves. 


“Archers, ready!” he shouted,
drawing his blade and taking a position behind the militia. A pair of yellow
eyes began to gleam in the darkness, as long as Murdoch's arm from corner to
corner. When the dragon squatted low, dragging its body in the dirt to escape
the burning structure, the captain saw his chance.


“Fire!” he said, his voice
greeted by the twangs of a dozen bowstrings. Arrows whipped through the humid
air, impacting against the beast's triangular shaped head. The dragon flinched,
closing its vulnerable eyes and emitting a blood curdling roar. 


“Second line, fire!” shouted
Murdoch, desperation creeping into his voice. Not a single one of the first
missiles had been able to penetrate the dragon's scaled hide. Again a rush of
wooden sticks flew for the beast's face, and again they bounced from its deep
green scales.


The dragon reared up,
splintering wood and sending heavy flaming planks flying outward. The archers
broke their line to avoid the deluge, though one poor fellow took a sharpened
timber to the thigh and had to be dragged away. The beast narrowed its eyes
upon Murdoch, and with a sinking feeling in his gut he realized the thing was
focused upon him.


“Pull yourselves together!”
he roared at the Archers. “Take aim and fire at will! Aim for the eyes!”


To their credit, or perhaps
to his own as a leader, the men tried to obey. However, the dragon surged
forward, its speed belying its bulk. One swipe from a clawed paw the size of a
hoss swine sent two of the archers flying. One of them slammed into another
building near the roof and crashed to the dirt. Murdoch stared at the man's
ghastly, torn open chest, at a face of a man who should be dead but wasn't
quite there yet, and felt a rage build up in his belly that, if not dispelling
the fear he felt, at least laid a blanket over it.


The captain rushed the
dragon, which still had half of its body within the burning stable. He managed
to blindside it while it crushed another archer beneath its heavy foot. The
man's scream was short lived, as a fountain of frothy blood blocked his throat.
Murdoch took his own advice, angling his heavy short sword for the dragon's
yellow orb.


The blade struck home, but
not before the dragon was able to close its armored eyelid. Murdoch grimaced,
straining to hang onto his blade despite the fires dancing in his arm. It felt
as if he had struck a rock with his sword, and the nicks and notches in the
blade seemed to echo that sentiment. He hacked again, and again at the dragon's
face. The beast moved its head away from the angry captain, eyes tightly shut. Giving
a shout, his men began to rush into the fray as well, though the militia seemed
to have retreated a block up the road. 


One of the watch; the fellow
who had spoken with Murdoch a short while ago, charged in with a spear. The
dragon's mouth suddenly opened and the toothy maw clasped down on the wooden
shaft, as well as one of the man's arms. A violent twist destroyed the spear,
and savagely rent the limb from his body. Murdoch had no time to react before
the dragon reared up like a bear, swatting aside the watch as if they were
troublesome insects.


Murdoch stared up at the
dragon as it rose into the azure sky. On its hind legs, its serpentine head
reached twenty feet higher than the surrounding buildings. Feeling his fear
firmly reestablish itself, he cried out to the handful of men who were still
able to stand.


“Retreat!” he shouted “Flee,
flee for your lives!”
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Chapter
6


The candle had burned low, merely the span of two fingers from the silver
candelabra sitting on the kitchen table. The smoke trailed silently towards the
thatched roof, slipping away from the wick as sand slips through an hourglass. Bruno
rubbed a hand over his tired eyes, trying to will them to stay open.


To his left was Hector, who
leaned up against the pantry with his arms crossed. The lad looked tired, but
there was an undertone of eagerness in his expressions. Apparently, the squire
found the events of the prior day stimulating.


Or maybe it was Lily he found
stimulating. He had purchased a ring gag from the blacksmith, which forced his
slave's mouth open. Her head was in his crotch, his cock nearly choking her. Hector
had ordered her to hold perfectly still, and on occasion he would reach down
and pinch her nipple harshly when she shifted.


Sitting next to him was Aven,
occupying one of the two stools in the kitchen. She had reassumed her guise as
Allison, though Bruno found himself looking for signs of her true form at the
edges. It did not seem right, despite his earlier cavalier attitude, that one
should be able to change so completely the form that the Allfather had given
them. The faerie woman did not appear immune to fatigue, blinking her eyes
tiredly in the feeble light of the candle.


To her right was the old man
Duncan. After seeing that his men, as well as the slain villagers had a proper
last rites, he had returned to the residence despite Hector's fears that he
would simply flee back into the countryside. He looked tired, but then he
always did.


“I'll just come out and say
it,” said Davros “the assassin has to die.”


“Sounds excellent to me,”
said Aven “but I fear that he has contingencies...”


“The 'followers' he boasted
of?” said Bruno. “Likely, it was a fabrication designed to keep you in line,
All-Aven.”


“Perhaps,” she said, her gaze
softening a bit as it fell upon the knight. “But I am unwilling to risk
Brutus's life on your conjecture, with all respect.”


“We cannot kill him,” said
Hector. “That is enough, wench!”


Hector cuffed Lily away. His
cum dripped down her chin and filled her mouth. Bruno was not surprised when
she tried to force her mouth back on his cock, and even less surprised when
Hector pushed her away with his foot.


“Squire,” said Bruno “your
presence at this summit is at my pleasure. Your tender mercies have to place-”


“It's not about mercy,” said
the lad, giving a rare scowl to Bruno “rather, it seems to me that he has
considerable more information than we do. Also, he was merely following orders.
Condemning him would be like casting blame upon the knife and allowing the man
who wielded it to roam free.”


“Bah,” said Bruno “he is no
victim of circumstance.”


“Indeed,” said Davros “I have
known him for over a year, in his guise as One Eye Bruce. Cold calculation is
needed for his profession, and years of plying it have left little of his soul
behind.”


“He is resourceful and
dangerous,” said Aven with narrowed eyes. 


“We cannot just bring him
with us,” said Bruno “he would likely find a way to escape, or-”


“Or finish his duty,” said
Davros grimly. “He must be killed.”


“There might be a way,” said
Aven, her green eyes gleaming in the candlelight “to bring the assassin with us
safely.”


All eyes were drawn to her. She
was secretly thrilled, as Allison the barmaid had never so commanded the
attention of men....at least not the type of attention she craved. When she was
done basking in the glow of their gazes, she spoke once more.


“Faerie have a way,” she said
“of guaranteeing loyalty. I can cast a charm upon this Crown, causing him to
sicken and faint should he decide to be disloyal.”


“Faerie magic,” said Davros
ruefully, spitting a fat gob onto the wooden floor.


“It cannot be all bad,” said
Hector “after all, it healed me.”


Bruno stroked his stubbly
chin, fixing Aven with a somber gaze. He realized that his own feelings were
clouding his judgment, but it still seemed like the only viable solution, short
of killing the assassin. Still...


“The church tells us,” he
said “that Faerie are creatures that serve the Adversary, and their magic, like
all magic, is an affront to the Allfather's vision.”


“Oh?” said Aven hotly, rising
to her feet to stare hard at Bruno. “Then perhaps you should slay me now, oh
Templar, ere I tempt you back into my bed.”


Davros took a long drink from
his glass of ale, eyes going wide at the casual mention of Bruno's erotic escapades.
The knight looked flustered and a bit abashed, stammering over his words.


“Now,” he said “I-I did not
mean to...that is, I never wanted-”


“Do you know why the
Church of the Allfather strove so hard to cut all ties to the fey folk?” said
Aven, brazenly cutting the knight off. “Because the faerie are a threat to
them. After all, how can they promise miracles when the fey can work real
magic? Likely, they drove out all sorcerers from the land for the same reason,
but that ended up being a serendipitously wise decision by-”


“Sorcerer?” said Hector, his
curiosity spurring his rudeness.


“You probably call them
Wizards or Witches,” said Aven, wrinkling her pretty freckled nose “but
sorcerer is what my folk call them. But that is beside the point.”


She walked around the table
and laid her hand on Bruno's shoulder. It was strange to him, how right her
touch felt, despite her unusual heritage. Her eyes were warm, but the set of
her jaw spoke of her still smoldering anger.


“Bruno,” she said softly “you
are a man wise beyond his years. Do you truly believe everything the
church has told you? That if you sail too far across the Vast Water, you will
fall off the edge of the world? Do you really think the stars are but the tears
of the Allfather shed whenever the Adversary betrayed him?”


“I always thought they were
pinpricks in the curtain of night,” said Hector, but no one paid any attention
to his jibe.


“I...” said Bruno “I have
believed a great many things that have turned out to be false, or at least more
complicated than they appear. It is...difficult to simply divest myself of
these feelings just because the woman I...became involved with is a faerie.”


“Became involved?” said Aven,
her anger boiling up again. “Is that what you humans call it? Because I do remember
you saying that you loved me out on the road.”


“I said no such thing,” said
Bruno darkly.


“Actually,” said Hector “you
did refer to her as 'my love'...” 


The knight's harsh gaze made
the squire swallow nervously. Davros rose from his feet, clearing his throat.


“Too much of the spirits,” he
said “I need to piss. Hector, be a good lad and guide me to the outhouse, as my
old eyes are not much use in the darkness.”


“Of course, master Davros,”
said Hector, his smile saying he knew of the old soldier's intentions. The two
of them excused themselves from the kitchen and headed out the rear door.


Once they had left, Bruno
tried to put a hand on Aven's shoulder, which she jerked away from.


“My lady,” he said “I never
meant to cause you offense...”


“You are embarrassed by me,”
she said bluntly “ashamed of your feelings.”


Bruno closed his mouth,
gritting his teeth like a stubborn mule. Her words had struck near the mark,
killing his rebuttal in his throat.


“Hector tells me that you had
a...lady once,” she said, causing Bruno's gaze to snap up. “Did you not?”


“Aye,” he said grimly “though
she is my lady no longer.”


“And did you speak to her of
your heart?” she said.


“Only when she had cast me
aside,” said Bruno, his voice tight with the painful memory. “There are certain...protocols
to observe when attempting to woo a noble woman. You must hide your intentions,
as a fencer hides his strikes behind flourishes and ripostes.”


“Ridiculous,” said Aven “the
faerie are not ashamed of our feelings, or of expressing them with our bodies. Surely,
you don't expect me to believe that you had never been with a woman before me.”


Bruno looked a bit guilty,
staring at his feet.


“I see,” she said cooly “with
your lady?”


“Once,” said Bruno “when we
were caught in a rain shower while out for a ride. She was not my first
however...”


“Did you lay with a
prostitute?” said Aven with a chuckle.


“No,” said Bruno. “Well,
perhaps she was....it was shortly before my Confirmation, when I was to receive
the Heartfire. A few of the other squires took it upon themselves to ensure I
would not die without becoming a man, so to speak.”


Aven giggled, the tension
flowing from her body. Bruno looked into her smiling face, and wondered when
she had crawled into his chest and built a nest, because her approval meant the
world to him.


“It is of little consequence,”
said Aven “however, I am no noble, and would very much like to hear what is in
your heart.”


“I will try, my lady,” said
Bruno “but a Templar is expected to buckle down and shovel shit, his feelings
be damned. I may not have the weapons to fight this battle.”


Aven smiled softly, stood on
her toes so her lips could reach his. It was their first kiss since he had
discovered her true nature, and something about their masks being off made it
more passionate than ever. His hand slid down her spine to cup her buttocks,
crushing her to him. Her own grip was no less sound, as she kneaded his curly
hair firmly with her long nailed fingers. With nary a grunt of exertion, he
lifted Aven off her feet and placed her sitting on the table. Their gropings
became more intimate, their breathing faster, as he leaned over her sinuous
form.


They broke their contact,
Aven slipping to the floor and Bruno attempting to re-lace the side of his
trousers. Footsteps were the harbinger of Hector's and Davros's return, and the
embarrassed look that the squire gave them said that there was no mystery about
what business they had been engaged in. Davros, however, was very somber when
he entered the tidy kitchen.


“We have a problem,” he said,
even as a fist sized stone crashed into the kitchen, shattering the window in
its wake.


“The villagers?” said Bruno,
his brow knit with worry.


“The villagers,” said Hector.


A loud raucous began to
penetrate the walls of the residence. Bruno dashed to the broken window and
peered out into the night. He had to duck when another missile, this one a
broken piece of crockery, was on a trajectory for his head. Nearly every living
soul in Ravensford was surrounding the residence's four sides. Many carried torches,
as the moon was hidden behind a thick blanket of clouds. Bruno noted that many
had armed themselves with more than stones and rubbish.


“This is bad,” said Bruno “very
bad. I see our good friend mayor Thurston amid the rabble. No doubt he has
whipped them into a frenzy.”


“Bastard,” said Hector, his
eyes narrowed. “I should have pursued, finished him off.”


“Perhaps,” said Bruno “but
the blame lies on my shoulders, squire. It was I who had him flogged, even if
you were the one to do it.”


“You regret it?” said Aven,
scowling as the house was peppered with projectiles.


“Yes,” said Bruno, his eyes
full of meaning as he turned to face her. “I do.”


“We'll have to cut our way
out,” said Davros, drawing his sword.


“Cut down simple peasant
folk?” said Hector in horror.


“What choice do we have?”
said Davros. “I could perhaps persuade them into sparing myself, and the
barmaid, but...”


“There could be another way,”
said Bruno, eying Aven with a sly grin.


“What do you propose?” said
Aven, cocking an eyebrow.


“The folk of Ravensford care
a great deal for their shadowy Lady of the Forest, yes?” he said.
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Outside, the angry mob became
more aggressive, but still no one was willing to approach the Templar residence
more closely. Thurston, figuring he had faced enough sharp steel for a
lifetime, was no more eager. It had been easy to stoke the fires in the bellies
of the villagers. The dozen who had been slain, including his cousins, had
families. The pain of loss was quite easily turned to rage, he noted. Something
a great leader should keep in mind...


“What are we waiting for?”
shouted a man whose son numbered among the dead. “Let us rush them and finish
it! My boy will not rest until the black skinned Templar is beneath the dust!”


“No!” shouted another. “I saw
the battle on the road, we would fall like wheat before the scythe! I say we
burn the house down with him inside of it!”


“Yes!” shouted Thurston,
stoking the fires further. “Yes, burn him! Burn him and all who stand with him!”


Thurston gripped his torch
high overhead and bent his torso backwards. He was proud of the way it spun in
the air on its way to the thatched roof. It sailed in an arc, spitting embers
and smoke in its wake. A second before it was to impact, something
flashed through the air, moving in a blur. Thurston blinked in confusion,
glancing around himself to see if anyone else had seen the phenomenon.


“Look!” shouted a woman. Thurston
followed her pointing finger to spot a strange creature on the residence. It
gripped the shaft of the torch in one hand, the other being used to brace
itself on the sloping roof. Light, downy hair covered its shoulders and legs
beneath the knee. Ram like horns curled off of its head, and the feminine lumps
on its chest did little to diminish the ferocity of its gaze. Its green eyes
peered out at the throng, which gradually grew silent at the spectacle.


“It's the Lady of the Forest,”
whispered a man to Thurston's left. 


“What are you fools doing?”
said Aven, her voice easily carrying over the field of humanity. “Seek you to end
the life of the one man who has protected you from treachery?”


“She speaks!” cried a man.


“The Lady is a faerie,” said
another “they are affronts to the Allfather!”


“No!” shouted a man, the
hunter who had fallen into his own trap. “She is kind, and just!”


Thurston gnashed his teeth. The
crowd seemed to be split down the middle, half for himself and half for the
green eyed faerie woman. 


His eyes narrowed. Green
eyes...


“Allison,” he breathed,
though no one took note.


“Go home, mourn your dead and
carry on with your lives,” said Aven, her tone softening a bit though her
volume was undiminished. “There had been enough death, enough violence this
day.”


“Die, monster!” shouted the
man who had lost his son. He heaved a simple but deadly homemade spear through the
air. The air hummed with its passage, the point heading straight for Aven's
heart. The torch she had been holding became a shield, batting the missile
harmlessly to the side. An awed murmur rolled through the throng, for Aven had
knocked the heavy spear aside with little apparent effort.


“There are no monsters here,”
she said coldly. “Just scared, sad people. Go home, good folk of Ravensford. The
Templar's blood will not lessen your pain.”


“What are you doing?” said
Thurston as his neighbors began to turn and shuffle away from the residence. “Justice
must be done!”


“Bah,” said a man “those who
lie dead rebelled. We are fortunate the Templar has not begun an Inquisition to
torture confessions out of the rest of us.”


“Aye,” said another “send
word to the capital, that we may have an Arbiter dispensed! The Templars have
gold, and may be made to part with it!”


“No,” said Thurston as his
people began to desert him. “NO!”


Blinded by rage, the mayor
drew his own blade. It was a piece he had bought at a fair many years ago, and
was more decorative than utilitarian. A pair of gold dragons with their mouths
open and breathing flame formed the cross hilt. The blade itself had been
engraved with a fire motif, and the pommel dangled a bit of gold twine that
served no function. The mayor dashed for the residence, staring up at Aven with
hatred in his eyes.


“Get down here, barmaid,” he
hissed “and be penetrated by something other than the black man's cock!”


Aven's eyes narrowed, and her
teeth were bared in a fierce snarl. With a prodigal leap that mystified
Thurston's eyes, the faerie dropped down to the dirt beside him. Her strange,
animalesque legs bent low to absorb the impact before she rose smoothly to
tower over the rural leader.


“I am not bereft of chivalry,”
he said with a sneer “you may arm yourself with more than a burning twig.”


“You sully the term chivalry,
to speak it with your wicked tongue,” said Aven “and I need no better weapon,
fool.”


Thurston snarled, swinging
the blade in a two handed arc for the woman's face. Aven took a half step back
and battered the blade away, causing Thurston to stumble in the dirt. Undeterred,
he picked himself up and pointed his sword at her chest. Giving a shout that
could make a Templar proud, he charged in behind it. Aven pivoted on her hoof,
avoiding the steel, and brought the burning end of the torch down hard on the
man's hands. The sword slipped from his numb, useless fingers as his scream of
pain caused many to turn about and watch the spectacle.


“Stinking whore,” said the mayor
as Aven approached. The faerie lifted her leg and kicked him in the mouth. Blood
and teeth flew from the orifice as he fell hard to the packed dirt.


“You'll have no more use for
whores,” she said icily. With a sneer that curdled the blood of all who witnessed
it, Aven put a cloven hoof atop Thurston's chest to pin him down. Barely
clinging to consciousness, he stared up at her, trying to form words with his
ruined mouth.


Instead of the expected death
blow, Aven suddenly thrust the torch into his crotch. Thurston screamed, his
struggles growing more frantic as his manhood was scorched. The homespun
trousers he wore were no protection from the hungry flames, and the sweet smell
of burning flesh was soon wafting out into the night.


“ALLISON!” shouted Bruno,
daring to come out of the residence. “Enough! Leave the man with his life, at
least.”


Aven glanced up at the
knight, her dark expression saying that she hardly agreed with the knight. She
continued to jam the burning brand into Thurston's groin, even as his throat
became raw from screaming.


“Allison,” said Bruno calmly,
his eyes deeply disappointed. It was the calmness, the disapproval that at last
made Aven give way. She removed the brand and stepped off of the mayor, who
crumpled into a fetal ball and made whimpering noises.


“We need to leave,” said
Davros, poking his head out the shattered window. “Now.”


Bruno cast his gaze at the
remaining villagers. Aven's display had shocked them into silence, but already
he could see the embers of rage glowing in their eyes. It would not do to be
present when they at last grew into a flame.


“What of the assassin?” said
Bruno, ignoring the predatory look Aven was giving to the flame castrated
mayor.


“We must kill him,” said
Davros “or bring him with us. Hopefully, whatever the faerie woman wishes to do
can be done on the road.”


“Squire!” shouted Bruno “get
our mounts ready, and rustle up two more from those abandoned by Davros's men. We
leave Ravensford tonight.”
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Thora watched as Aven, her
mistress, and the Templar prepared to leave Ravensford, not believing her good
fortune. She would be free of the wretched faerie woman forever!


No more kneeling naked on the
forest floor, her hands bound behind her, being forced to lick her mistress's
pussy. No more of the mistress's fingers probing her soft body, pinching and
squeezing and pleasuring while she was helpless to resist. No more orgasms
forced out of her helpless body over and over and over again…


“What am I doing?” she
thought, heading back for her home. She quietly opened the back door and snuck
past her sleeping parents. Quickly, she gathered up her meager clothing into a
leather sack. She also thrust a loaf of hard tack bread and summer sausage
inside. 


Thora turned to look at her
parents. She would miss them, but Aven had shown her a part of herself that she
never knew existed. A submissive wench, who existed only to please her
mistress.


Some part of her mind
wondered if it were the magic sigils emblazoned on her skin, invisible to most
viewers, which made her feel so awfully aroused. But mainly, she didn't care
why, she just knew she had to follow to beautiful faerie woman wherever she
went, to be near her soft hair and intoxicating jasmine scent...ile.
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Chapter
7


The dragon turned for the sea, its recently consumed meal
heavy in its belly. After smashing the feeble resistance of the two legged
animals, it was looking for a place to peacefully digest its food. There were
numerous buildings between it and the water, and the avenues and streets of
Port Gar were often narrow. The dragon solved this dilemma by simply smashing
through or climbing over the structures in its way. The screams of the fearful,
dying animals, the sight of their broken and bleeding bodies, filled the beast
with a kind of primal joy, reinforcing its knowledge that there were no higher
forms of life.


At one point, a group of the men with the bent staffs that
shot sticks interposed themselves. The dragon was wary, as the missiles seemed
to be aimed at its vulnerable eyes, actually retreating a few paces backwards,
which caused another two story structure to collapse in its wake. The dragon
felt something, a hidden energy all around it. Instinctively, it drew the power
within itself, allowing it to grow and ferment within its belly...


 


Above the endless pounding of Daveed's hammer (which caused an endless pounding
in her head) Stella could just make out the sounds of distressed voices in the
street. She glanced out the large open bay doors of Daveed's smithy, noting that
a large number of people were flooding the streets, faces panicked and
movements frantic. They must have been quite upset, because they weren't
stopping to stare at her naked body anymore.


She turned to where Seamus
and the smith were busily hammering out the block of steel that would
eventually be a long spear. Daveed would use a smaller, one handed hammer to
indicate where the big man was to strike, and then Seamus would heave a much
larger one over his head and attempt to hit the right spot. Both men had
stripped to the waist, and Stella sneered at the hairy, potbellied portrait
that Daveed painted.


Seamus, however, was
possessed of a chest knotted with muscle. A bit of reddish brown hair was
present on his pectorals, but it was not the dense forest that Daveed
possessed. Indeed, she mused to herself, if one could ignore his acid ravaged
face, he might even be considered handsome. She watched as his muscles danced
beneath the taut, glistening flesh with each swing of the hammer. His cheeks
puffed out with effort each time he lifted the heavy mallet, bringing it down
with greater aplomb every time.


Another shout, and the sound
of splintering wood, drew her out of the reverie. She called out to the men,
straining to be heard in the smokey air.


“Fellows,” she said “I think
the dragon may have surfaced.”


The two of them, not having
heard a word over their own hammering, continued on obliviously. Sighing,
Stella stood up and approached, speaking at a higher volume.


“The dragon is coming,” she
said. Giving an annoyed stomp when they did not hear her, she cast her gaze
about the cluttered smithy until she spotted a bucket of water used to quench
hot blades. Grunting, she grabbed the heavy object by the handle and hurled its
contents at the two laborers. Both men gasped as the cool water hit their hot
skin, turning dangerous looks at the wizard.


“Have you taken leave of your
senses?” said Seamus, blinking water out of his eyes.


“The dragon-” Stella began to
say.


“Silence, wench,” Seamus
said. He grabbed the naked Stella by her curly hair and lifted her bodily off
the ground. 


“Your slave girl is mouthy,”
Daveed said, wiping sweat from his brow. “But she is sweetly hipped…”


“Aye, she is at that,” Seamus
said. “Let's have some fun with her, eh?”


Oh great, Stella thought, but
could not say. Until this moron told her she could speak again she was mute.


“Stella,” Seamus said,
putting her back on the ground, “Turn around and spread your ass cheeks. Let us
see that sweet pussy.”


Stella ground her teeth, but
the Geas would allow no argument. She turned about and did as she was bade,
showing off her freshly shorn pussy.


“Stick your finger in your
ass,” he said rudely. Stella again had no choice but to obey, grunting as her
digit disappeared into the ring of muscle.


“She has to do whatever you
tell her, eh?” Daveed said lewdly.


“Aye,” Seamus said. “Watch
this! Stella, take your finger out of your ass and stick it in your mouth.”


Stella's eyes glared daggers
at Seamus's scarred face, but she did as she was bade. Her face scrunched up at
the horrid taste of her own ass.


“Good girl,” Seamus said. “Now,
pick up those tongs there.”


Stella looked to where he was
pointing and picked up the tongs. They were heavy, warm from the fire, and she
had no doubt they would soon be pinching her flesh.


“Clamp it on your nipple,”
Seamus said. Stella obeyed, unable to keep a gasp of pain from escaping her
mouth, though she still could not speak.


“Let it dangle,” Seamus said.
Stella released the tongs, screaming as the full weight pulled her nipple to an
extreme length.


Stella gritted her teeth as
tears welled in her eyes and droplets stained her glasses. The pain was
unbearable, and she couldn't even beg for mercy. Why did he have to hurt her? Why
didn't he just fuck her and get it over with?


“Say, Seamus,” Daveed said,
looking out into the street. “There's a lot of commotion out there. I think she
may have been about to say something about it.”


“Oh, really?” Seamus said. He
yanked on the tongs, pulling them off her nipple roughly. Stella screamed and
clapped her hands over the tortured mammary gland. Her nipple was bright red
but did not appear to be damaged. “What's going on, love?”


“The dragon is here, dolt!” she
shouted. “The dragon is here!”


Seamus's gaze grew cold, and
he frantically spun about in a circle, his eyes searching the gloomy environs. When
he spied a half-finished pike, its pointy end still dingy and unpolished, he
seized it in his good hand and made for the door.


“Are you daft, man?” said
Daveed “that spear is not treated with Besk!”


“No time,” said Seamus
grimly, making his way out the door.


“Hey!” shouted Stella “don't
get yourself killed!”


She rushed out of the shop
herself, her shorter stride a hindrance in catching up with the big man. Stella
was so used to being naked she didn't even bother to cover herself anymore. Under
her breath, she muttered;


“You're the only thing
keeping me out of jail.”


Seamus was moving at a good
trot, heading towards the direction that people were fleeing. He heard a
tremendous crash, and a sound like rain. Moving past an open square, he was
able to see the head of the dragon nearly half a mile away. It rent another
building to splinters, the timbers pattering the ground. The big man was
paralyzed with shock, as the dragon was much larger than the beast who had
dragged his brother away in the sewers.


Stella dashed up behind him,
actually slamming into his back hard enough to make her new spectacles fall to
the ground. Cursing, she scooped them back up and set them crookedly on her
face.


“By my father's bones...” she
said, awestruck. The dragon's head dipped below their field of vision, then
returned a moment later bearing something in its mouth. With awful clarity, she
witnessed a man being bitten in half, the two pieces of his body in stark
contrast against the clear azure sky.


Seamus seemed to be spurred
into action by the sight. Heading off in the dragon's direction at a dead run,
his feet pounded hard on the cobblestones. Stella groaned and followed as best
she could.


Soon Seamus was out of her
sight. Her side ached terribly, and no matter how much air she sucked into her
lungs it did not seem enough. Worse, she had to use one hand to hold her bent
spectacles upon her nose, and the heavy grimoire on her back seemed like an
anchor dragging her down.


She rounded a corner and was
nearly trampled by another frightened mob. Plastering herself against the wall
at the last moment, she was able to avoid a grim fate, though an errant elbow
did catch her in the jaw. She ended up on all fours on the hard stone, again
picking her glasses up.


“Oh, hey,” she said,
realizing they had been bent back near proper alignment. Sighing, she began to
run towards the last place she had seen Seamus. “Here we go again...”


Seamus had an easier time
parting the crowds, due in part to the long pike he held in his hands. His
scarred visage was scrunched up in a grim scowl, eyes so narrow they were mere
slits. Somewhere in the back of his mind he realized that he likely rushed to
his own death, but the fires of revenge had been stoked in his belly, their
rushing flame drowning out all doubts.


When he was less than two
blocks from the rampaging marauder, he nearly stumbled right into Captain
Murdoch. The man was covered with a sheen of sweat, gasping for breath. His
eyes fell upon the weapon in Seamus's hands, and grew wide.


“So soon?” he managed to gasp
out. “It will not be enough, man. It will not be enough!”


Seamus ignored him, not quite
shoving the captain out of his way. The dragon had slowed, flinching from a
contingent of militia archers. He heard the pounding feet behind him and spun
about, thinking Murdoch sought to save his life by forcefully subduing him. His
eyes widened when he saw Stella come to a halt, bracing her hands on her knees
as she attempted to recover.


“Wait for a moment, damn you!”
she said between pants. “I have a spell that will make your weapon more
effective. At least allow me to cast it before you head off to your doom!”


Seamus nodded, holding the
weapon out for her inspection. The woman closed her eyes, began searching for
ley lines. She snapped them open a moment later, a look of shock and awe on her
spectacled face.


“What's wrong?” said Seamus “If
you can't remember it, just leave me be!”


“The dragon,” said Stella,
her voice tiny and soft “the dragon is, is sucking up all the ley line energy!”


“The lay line?” said Seamus,
face scrunched up in confusion. His one eye looked at Stella as if she had
grown another head.


“Never mind,” said Stella “I
can still cast the spell, but I fear that is no mindless beast.”


Both their heads whipped
around at the sound of a great rush of air. Unbelievably, the beast had spewed
flame from its maw, at least it behaved like flame. The color was off,
appearing a rich blue as it licked over the archer's position. Judging from
their screams, and the men dashing about frantically waving their arms as they
burned to death, it burned like flame as well.


“By the gods,” said Seamus “they
can breathe fire!”


“Using magic, anything is
possible,” said Stella, determined to rid the world of the ley line thief. She
gathered up the energy within herself and folded her hands into a steeple. Jabbing
them at Seamus's crude, unfinished pike, she uttered the word of power to
complete the incantation.


“Chakti!” She said, and
Seamus felt the surge of energy in his weapon. The whole shaft began to
vibrate, numbing his arms. The tip appeared fuzzy and indistinct, as if it were
flashing quickly through the air.


“What have you done, witch?”
he said. “I can barely hang on to the bloody thing now!”


“Did you not see the arrows,
fool?” said Stella. “The metal would bounce harmlessly off its scales! I did
the best I could! The pike will now sever anything it touches. Anything.”


Seamus frowned incredulously
at the shaking spear, then grimly turned towards the dragon.


“Wait!” shouted Stella. “I
can aid you yet!”


The big man took off at a
run, easily outdistancing her. He rushed through streets strewn with rubble and
bodies. Soon he decided that it was faster to simply follow the monster's wake
of destruction rather than use Port Gar's winding, serpentine roads.


Clambering over a stack of
timbers, he skidded down the other side. He was now quite close to the docks,
and with a shout of rage realized the dragon was heading straight for the
water. The beast had its back to him, long tail elevated as it leaned forward
as if to dive into the salty waters.


“Turn!” shouted Seamus,
shouting for all he was worth. “Turn, monster!”


Incredibly, the dragon seemed
to hear him. Turning its head towards him, the snake like neck bending almost
back upon itself, it regarded him with murky yellow eyes.


“You remember me, you
bastard?” said Seamus, lifting the pike over his head. The only part of the
dragon in reach was its scaled tail, and the man thrust his spear tip into it
easily. He was amazed at how easily it rent the scales, as if it were slicing
into a block of soft cheese. Violently, he twisted the weapon and removed it,
shouting as he had to avoid a deluge of deadly dragon blood. Staring at the
spear tip, he was amazed to find it intact, if still strangely shaking.


The dragon roared as its
scales were penetrated. Spinning around in a tight circle with surprising
agility, it opened its toothy maw and blasted a thunderous roar at the big man.
His ears ringing from the bellow, Seamus regained a bit of his senses. Having
no other cover, he leaped five feet across the murky water to land on the deck
of a merchant vessel.


The dragon snaked its head in
past the rigging and snapped its jaws shut mere inches from Seamus's body. The
power of the closing maw shocked him, almost as much as the heavy snapping
sound it made. Frustrated, the dragon bellowed again, attempting to thrust its
head in at a different angle.


Seamus scrambled to avoid
another bite, moving around the tree trunk thick main mast. Timbers splintered
and the ship rocked wildly as the dragon placed its forelegs on the deck. Lacking
sea legs, the big man collapsed to his rump, which wound up saving his life as
the dragon's jaws closed right above his head.


The dragon reared its head
up, eyes focusing on its prey. Its mouth opened wide and began to descend
rapidly. The beast intended to eat him whole, it seemed. Seamus noted with
surprising clarity the bones on the roof of its mouth, including a strange row
of teeth near the back of its throat. With a savage shout, the big man thrust
his ensorcelled weapon up just as the mouth descended upon him. The tip jabbed
its way through the softer flesh of its mouth, poking all the way through to
exit through the dragon's eye socket. The beast reared up, roaring in terror
and pain. Seamus had no time to notice, as he scrambled to avoid the dragon's
spurting blood. Holes big enough to put his fist through were seared through
the deck, spurring him to his feet.


The dragon stared down at
him, still whining a bit. Its left eye was yellow no longer, but a reddish,
pulpy mass. Seamus stared down at the smoking spear in his hands and gave a
shout, tossing it to the deck before the acidic blood could drip onto his
hands. It appeared Stella's enchantment had faded, leaving him unarmed.


Seamus saw the pennants and
sails shake as if in a heavy wind. He stared up at the dragon, scales gleaming
in the sun, as it sucked in a great rush of air. He knew what was coming next,
and began dashing for the railing at the edge of the deck. His feet pounded on
the timbers, fear driving his limbs to swiftness. He leaped over the side just
as the dragon exhaled. The blue flame barely missed his diving form, and still
he felt as if he were standing too close to a bonfire. A moment later he hit
the water, slipping beneath the waves.


Opening his eyes beneath the
surface, he stared up at a blurry vision of the burning ship. It appeared that
the fires consuming it were a more natural color. He cringed, bubbles rushing
from his open mouth, as a dark shape suddenly loomed above him. The dragon dove
into the water, landing about a hundred feet away. The resulting waves rocked
the burning ship wildly, and his head struck the barnacled keel sharply. As he
drifted into darkness, the one thought on his mind was that the dragon would
likely survive. The light of the sun began to fade as he drifted towards the
bottom, his blood a red mist trailing from his head.
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Chapter
8


Kate sat in her customary spot in the garden, seated on a stone bench. A thick dark
orange cushion had been placed upon the hard surface, something she normally
eschewed. The garden was awash in light, due in part to the clear sky and
bright crescent moon hanging overhead. Dozens of torches and nearly a hundred
candles made the expansive garden, if not bright at midday, at the very least
more than sufficient for safety's sake.


A serving girl stood nearby, using
a long frond to fan the noble woman. The night was sultry, the air causing her
fine gown to stick to her back. She had chosen a dress in muted yellow, with a
more conservative bustline for her father's sake. A pattern of green ivy leaves
adorned the hemline of the skirt and shoulders, matched in color by the silk
sash she wore around her waist. A pair of shoes with flat heels covered her
feet, resembling fancy sandals more than anything. Her toes wriggled in
nervousness as she waited for the first guests to arrive.


Dozens of chairs, as well as a
long table, had been drug out to the fragrant, colorful garden. The table was
laden with a fine repast of traditional harvest fare. There were fresh apples,
their skin lush and green in a basket near the center. A silver bowl sat empty,
waiting for a load of steaming potato mash to fill it. A large roast hoss,
nearly the size of a small horse, sat glazed with honey, another servant
diligently fending off a nearly constant assault by flies.


Nearby, a troupe of minstrels
tuned their instruments, their merry laughter doing little to ease her tension.
Ever since she and her father had discussed his involvement with the rebellion,
she had been on edge. Frequently she would awaken in the dead of night drenched
in sweat, having dreamed terrible visions of the Templars bursting into their
manor and putting her father to the sword.


She forced a smile onto her
painted face as her father strode into view. He had dressed in a rich burgundy
doublet and matching hose. A golden hued belt gathered the hemline up to just
above his knees. She noted with a bit of pride that his legs were no less
muscular than a man half his age. His expression did not soften as he
approached, and she swallowed hard when he stood stiffly before her.


“What is the meaning of hanging a
portrait of a heathen god?” said Mannix harshly.


Kate blinked, then chuckled a bit.


“You mean the tapestry of Lesk?”
she said chidingly “he's not really a god, but-”


“I am speaking of the portrait of
a black cat with a harvest moon adorning his head,” he said, rudely cutting her
off. “Do you wish to anger the king?”


“That tapestry was woven by
mother,” said Kate crossly.


Mannix's eyes softened a bit, and
he blew out a tired sounding sigh.


“I know,” he said “but we are in
a...delicate situation right now. Remember our family proverb; The nail that
sticks out-”


“Gets hit,” she said sadly. “Perhaps
some nails were meant to jut out, Father.”


“I have no time for philosophy,”
he said, irritation creeping back into his voice “the cornucopia I had planned
to put out is riddled with mold, the wine tastes like the servants boiled their
undergarments in it, and now I have to find someone to take down that heretical
decoration.”


“I'm sorry if I have made things
difficult for you,” said Kate, trying to sound sincere. More than a subtle hint
of aggravation was in her tone, however.


“Not as sorry as you will be,”
Mannix growled. “Servant!”


A naked maid froze mid stride, the
bucket in her hands sloshing water.


“Go and fetch Madame Letwatt,” he
said “and be quick about it. My Daughter is in need of her discipline,
urgently!”


“Father, please!” Kate cried. “Madame
Letwatt is too cruel!”


“That is why I employ her,” Mannix
said harshly. “Prepare yourself for her arrival.”


Kate sniffled as she stood up and
tugged her dress down. Her father glared as she stripped to her undergarments,
then took them off as well.


She turned about and put her hands
on the table, lifting her ass in the air. Soon she heard the clack of Letwatt's
heels on the cobblestones.


“Do your worst, Letwatt,” Mannix
said. “Show no mercy.”


Letwatt ran her gloved hand down
Kate's back, fingering her many freckles. Kate shivered as Letwatt's lips
brushed the back of her neck.


“Some people never learn,” she
tsked. “Give me those hands.”


Letwatt harshly yanked Kate's
hands behind her back. Thin leather thongs soon bound them securely, but
Letwatt wasn't done. She used another length of cord to bind Kate's elbows
tightly together. 


Letwatt turned her about and
caressed Kate's nipples. They hardened immediately, much to Kate's chagrin. Though
the feeling was pleasant, she knew it was only a precursor to something far
more sinister. Sure enough, Letwatt's finger suddenly twisted her soft teats
into wrinkled knots.


Kate opened her mouth to scream,
and Letwatt cursed.


“You are much too loud,” she said,
taking a handful of Kate's discarded undergarments. She wadded them up and
thrust them into Kate's mouth, tying them in place with one of Kate's
stockings.


Letwatt punched Kate in the belly
hard enough to double her over. While she gasped in pain, Letwatt lifted her
bodily into the air and laid her on her back on the table. Letwatt opened her
trick bag and withdrew more thin rope, which made Kate whimper.


Using the cord, she bound Kate's
ankles to her upper thighs. Kate had little mobility, and her legs naturally
spread to allow the entire garden a view of her pussy.


“Now then,” Letwatt said. “I think
fifteen lashes are good for embarrassing your father.”


Kate relaxed. Fifteen lashes on
her buttocks didn't seem so bad.


Then Letwatt rubbed her leather
riding crop across her pussy lips, and Kate cringed. She closed her eyes but it
did nothing to forestall the pain as the crop cracked down across her clit.


“Well done, Madame Letwatt,”
Mannix said in approval.


“I don't hear you counting, Lady
Mannix,” Letwatt said, cracking her again with the crop. Despite the gag in her
mouth, Kate managed to count intelligibly, but Letwatt feigned ignorance,
smacking the leather down on her soft flesh far more than the fifteen times
proscribed.


Kate was a simpering mess when the
assault finally ended. Letwatt slowly unbound her, admonishing her the whole
time.


“Now,” she said as she removed
Kate's gag. “Tell your father how sorry you are.”


“I'm sorry, father,” Kate said
between sniffles. “I'm sorry.”


Her words seemed to soften her
father's anger. His eyes seemed on the verge of tears and he indicated she
should dress herself.


“No,” he said, putting his face in
his palm “it's all right. If it were any other night, any other ball...”


He turned on his heel, leaving her
without saying farewell. She noted the tension in his shoulders, and fretted
inwardly. Her father had always seemed like a strong man, a man capable of
handling almost anything save grief. To see him flustered, as a normal man
might be, shocked her more than a little. She mused to herself that part of
growing to an adult was realizing that one's parents were but human beings.


She rose smoothly to her feet, as
she noted the arrival of their first guest, a minor noble from Breslin. Her
smile was easier to fake now, as she did not have to stare into her father's
soulful, hurting eyes. Kate would do her duty, even if her pussy throbbed in
pain and her heart was breaking inside.
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Aven stood with her eyes closed,
one hand in a fist suspended over her open palm. Lines of deep concentration
wrinkled her brow, and a bead of sweat slid down her forehead. The fire at her
back was uncomfortably warm, but she focused on gathering her innate magic
rather than her physical distress. The crescent moon shone down on her, making
her skin seem silvery and luminous.


Seated before her, his hands bound
before him with rawhide, was Crown. The assassin looked very uncomfortable as
Aven stood stock still. Nearby, Bruno and Hector watched with eager eyes,
hungry for the display of the faerie's power. Neither dared to speak, and kept
tight reign on their breathing so even its subtle rhythm would not disturb the
maid. The only one making any noise at all was Lily, her freckled face largely
concealed by a folded white cloth. Hector had gagged the slave when she
wouldn't stop complaining about the ropes being tight.


Bruno glanced at the red headed
slave and grinned. Her slender arms were bound behind her with thin twine,
elbows melded together and wrists crossed and tied tight. No matter how she
strained her freckled fingers, she couldn't hope to reach the knots. Hector had
become quite proficient at dealing with the girl. Judging from the adoration
pouring from the girl's eyes, he figured the ropes were unnecessary; Lily was
in love with Hector Brandywine, and would likely follow him anywhere. It
happened quite a bit, especially with young slaves. Bruno wondered if Hector
was Lily's first. She hadn't bled, but that didn't mean as much as most folk
thought. Why, Katherine of Mannix had broken her hymen during a horseback ride
when she was eleven…


Bruno forced thoughts of the noble
woman out of his mind. She had made her decision, rejecting him because of his
skin color. Far better to enjoy his time with Aven. He returned his gaze to
her, sensing the throb of magical energy flowing into her body.


At last, Aven felt she had
gathered sufficient power. It was an old spell she was to cast, one dating back
to the ancient beginnings of her people. She remembered the day she had learned
it, many, many moons ago...


Forcing the painful, distracting
memory from her mind, she opened her eyes and stared at Crown. The little man
swallowed hard, as her green eyes seemed otherworldly even in her human guise.


“Killer,” she said “you will
repeat the words that I say, precisely.”


“Of course,” said Crown, shifting
a bit as Bruno put his hand on the hilt of his blade.


“Should treachery rule my heart,”
said Aven.


“Should treachery rule my heart,”
said Crown, his expression fearful.


“Then pain shall rule my hand,”
said Aven.


“Then pain shall rule my hand,”
said Crown.


Aven focused her energy, imagining
it as an orb within her belly. Spreading her hands and thrusting her arms
outward as if she were tossing it, she spoke the word of power.


“T'hrall,” she said.


Crown blinked, unsure if he should
say the last word or not. He certainly did not feel any different. A bit of
hope flared up in his chest that the maid had failed to use her magic properly.


 “Is that it?” said Bruno
skeptically.


“That is it,” said Aven, sighing a
bit as weariness overtook her.


“Did it work?” said Hector,
staring hard at Crown as if he could see the enchantment on his face.


“Only one way to find out,” said
Aven, cutting the man's wrists free with her wide bladed knife. She also
slashed the bonds holding his ankles together. Crown rubbed his wrists and
stared up inquisitively at her.


“Well,” said Bruno “he is not
leaping to his feet and attempting to throttle me. That's a start.”


“Give him a blade,” said Aven.


“What?” said Hector, half laughing
“are you mad?”


Bruno narrowed his eyes at Aven's
missive, but nonetheless he took Crown's simple sword from his saddle pack and
tossed it on the ground at the man's feet.


Crown gingerly picked up the blade
and rose to his feet. Not knowing quite else what to do, he belted it around
his waist. He stared blankly at Aven.


“Finish your mission, assassin,”
she said bluntly “if you dare to try.”


Crown turned to gaze at Bruno, who
crossed his arms over his chest and grinned. The faerie had great faith in her
magic. Perhaps he could get in a killing blow if he struck suddenly enough-


Faster than a striking snake, the
blade was free of its scabbard. Bruno scarcely had time to put his hand on the
hilt of his sword before Crown was thrusting the tip at his unprotected throat.
Before the assassin could follow thru with the attack, the sword dropped from
his fingers. This was due to the sudden burst of blue flame that licked over
his hand, searing his flesh and eliciting a ragged scream. Crown dropped to his
knees, holding his wrist with his other hand as the fire blazed.


A second later it was over, and
the man stared in disbelief at his uninjured hand. As painful as the fire was,
it was apparently not capable of doing lasting harm.


“I'd say it was a success,” said
Aven happily, collapsing to her bottom on a moss covered log.


“Amazing!” said Hector, a
delighted look in his eyes.


“Useful,” said Bruno somberly,
still uncomfortable using faerie magic.


“The fire is burning low,” said
Aven, unaware that she had stood still that long.


“I'll gather some wood,” said
Hector.


“I'll go with the boy,” said
Crown, rising to his feet. Lily looked up from where she knelt in the grass and
whimpered behind her gag.


“I don't think so,” said Bruno,
his voice a guttural growl.


“But I am helpless to raise a hand
against you,” said Crown, spreading his hands. “Surely, this most recent
display is enough to convince you that I am harmless as a kitten.”


“There are many ways to wound,”
said Bruno “not all involve blades.”


“True,” said Crown with a wicked
grin “there are garrotes, clubs, horseshoes...I once killed a man by gouging my
thumbs into his eyes until...”


He swallowed hard, noting the
three harsh stares aimed his way.


“I'll be silent on these matters,
I think,” he said, clearing his throat.


“Come, Gray Death,” said Hector,
slapping the man on the shoulder “let us be about our business. We may have to
range far and wide to find decent wood.”


The squire looked at Bruno and
grinned.


“We may be gone for more than an
hour,” he said. Lily whimpered behind her gag as he turned to depart.


As the pair made their way into
the woods, Bruno looked with concern on Aven. She appeared drained, slouching
on her log seat, her eyes half lidded. The knight trod over the soft ground and
sat down next to her, making the log shift a bit with his weight.


“Are you alright?” he said.


“I'll be fine with a night's rest,”
she said, managing a weak smile. “My magic drains me more than most of my folk.”


“Why?” said Bruno, his curiosity
getting the better of him.


“Because,” she said, staring away
from him into the fire “I am only half faerie.”


“What?” said Bruno, nearly
sputtering. “How can such a thing be?”


“My mother was faerie, and my
father...” she turned to face him, a sad smile on her face “was a Templar.”


“You jest,” said Bruno, chuckling.
“No Templar would...”


His voice trailed off as she gave
him an incredulous look. Bruno swallowed hard.


“That is,” he said “what was his
name?”


“I never knew him,” said Aven “their
love was forbidden by my folk as well as yours. Our king put the man to death
ere I was even born.”


“And your mother was not too happy
about that,” said Bruno.


“Indeed,” she said “I had barely
taken my first breath when she ended her own life.”


Bruno reacted as if slapped. He
put a hand around her shoulder, pulling her close.


“I'm sorry,” he said. “That is
terrible. I...never knew my parents either.”


“You were adopted by Lord
Cromwell, if I recall,” said Aven.


“Aye,” said Bruno “though it was
guilt that motivated him. You see, he was on campaign far to the south, across
the Drakken Sea-”


“We call it the Vast Water,” said
Aven “but go on.”


“whatever one wishes to call it,
he traveled many miles past Port Gar, to the land of my ancestors, the Sun
People. Back in those days, the Templars were aggressively expanding the
church's influence. Many of the natives were understandably resistant to the
idea of giving up their heathen gods. Sir Cromwell stabbed my mother in the
belly while I was still within.”


“Horrific!” gasped Aven, scarcely
able to comprehend assaulting a woman with child.


“It was not entirely his fault,”
said Bruno “she had crept into the church to steal bread for herself, for the
Drakken taxed the people greatly even then. When my...father saw her hiding
behind a tapestry, he mistook her for an assassin and...ran her through.”


“But you survived,” she said,
nestling her head against his stout shoulder.


“Aye,” he said “the blade slid
past me without so much as taking a notch out of my ear. Fortunate, I suppose. Also
fortunate that I was raised in the civilized north, rather than the mud huts
and heretical culture of the Sun People.”


“You should not feel so,” said
Aven “from what I know of them, the Sun People are a noble race, with their
hearts close to nature. Much like the faerie.”


“I feel...traitorous,” said Bruno.


“Because you may have to unseat
the king?” said Aven, raising an eyebrow.


“No,” he said “I feel traitorous
to the Allfather. I swore an oath that I would be forever faithful, and here I
am, in...involved with a faerie woman, using her magic to aid my cause...”


Aven leaned away from him and
scowled.


“Sorry to so test your faith, oh
knight,” she said stiffly.


“I'm sorry,” said Bruno quickly “my
words do not always fit my emotions. As I said, Templars are trained to be
stoic, silent protectors of the church. Besides, it has been some time since I,
in my heart of hearts, truly had faith in the Allfather.”


“Why is that?” said Aven, leaning
upon his shoulder once more.


“At my Confirmation,” he said “after
I had survived the Heartfire, I was told that I would feel the Allfather's love
enter my heart, and my soul would sing in ecstasy. But I felt nothing, just
glad to be alive.”


“What did you do?” said Aven.


“Being...different,” he said “means
you have to put on a masquerade, at times. I fell to my knees and exulted the
Allfather, as I had seen others do. The...approval of my order, of my foster
father, it all felt so...wonderful. I suppose I buried my feelings deep and
never cared to examine them closely since. Until I met you.”


“I'm nothing special,” said Aven “not
faerie, not human. I belong nowhere. That is why I ended up toiling in a
tavern, enduring the lewd looks and roaming hands of drunken louts. At least,
it was a place where I was welcomed.”


“What of your folk?” said Bruno. “Did
they not make you feel welcome?”


“Some did,” said Aven “I was
adopted by...a kind faerie, who doted upon me as much as any father. He could
not shield me from my own feelings, however. The faerie are a folk steeped in
magic and enigma, much of which I lack the wit or power to comprehend. They
were kind enough, but always a bit...condescending.”


Bruno laughed, his chest rumbling
against her neck.


“I know the feeling,” said Bruno “so
many people speak slowly, use their hands when addressing me, as if I am some
savage just crept out of the wilderness.”


Aven chuckled, enjoying the comfort
of his strong arm around her. Thinking back to how they had first met, she
wondered at the complete reversal of their relationship.


“I never want you to let me go,”
she said, sighing.


“Then I will not,” said Bruno,
gently kissing her on top of the head. He then kissed her cheek, and trailed
his lips down her neck. Aven sighed as he cupped her breast gently, kneading
the soft pliant flesh with his powerful hand.


Her fingers fumbled with his belt,
trying to drag his trousers off while still kissing him. Bruno leaned forward
so she could hook her fingers into the back of his belt loop and tug them
downward. Her fingers kneaded his firm buttocks as her mouth traveled down his
navel, past the knots of muscle in his abdomen, and finally found his already
swelling cock.


Aven wrapped her hand around the
shaft, disbelieving how her fingers—her human ones anyway—couldn't quite make
it all the way round. It took effort to open her mouth widely enough to accept
the head of his cock, but it was a labor of love. Aven called on a bit of her
shapeshifting magic and let her jaws distend slightly more than normal. 


Bruno gasped, his hand clapping
the back of Aven's strawberry blonde mane. So enraptured by the pleasure, he
nearly missed the breaking stick behind him.


Years of Templar training had not
gone to waste, however. Continuing to guide Aven gently up and down on his
member, he slowly turned his head as if in a fit of passion, but in reality he
wished to see what was behind him with his peripheral vision.


“What's wr-” Aven started to ask,
but he shoved her mouth back on his cock.


“Shh,” he said, grabbing tightly
of her hair. “Just keep doing what you're doing.”


Bruno turned his head toward the
disturbance and growled.


“Come out here, now, and you may
get to keep your head on its shoulders.”


“All right!” Thora said, stepping
out of the brush with her hands held high. “Please don't hurt me! I didn't mean
to startle you.”


“Thora?” Aven asked, pulling away
from Bruno. “What are you doing-”


Her eyes went wide and she gagged
as Bruno again shoved her mouth back on his member.


“I told you not to stop,” Bruno
said sternly. “I take it this is the local woman you were telling me about? The
one you put under a geas?”


Aven looked up at him and cocked
an eyebrow. How, exactly, was she supposed to respond?


“All right, take a break,” he
said, pulling her off of him with a wet pop.


“Yes, sort of. It wasn't a geas,
but primal magic that bound her body and soul to me. I should have expected she
would try to follow.”


Aven stood up, not bothering to
hide her nakedness.


“Slave,” she hissed “what are you
about?”


“I...I wanted to see you,
mistress,” Thora said fearfully. “I needed your touch--”


“That's not what I'm talking
about!” Aven snapped. “I mean, why are you standing there clothed in front of
your mistress...and master?”


“I...Mistress?” Thora said.


“You will obey this man just as
you would obey me,” Aven growled. “Now strip!”


Thora felt the beginnings of the
magic forcing her to obey, but she had learned to get ahead of it. It was so
much easier if she didn't fight Aven's will. Her hands went to the homespun
dress she wore and began lifting it slowly. 


“Hmm, she is sweetly hipped,”
Bruno said as the dress was raised above her waist. “Nice, thick pussy lips.”


Thora lifted the dress higher, revealing
her breasts which had not quite healed from the thrashing Aven had given them.


“And I see you keep her well-disciplined,”
Bruno said approvingly. 


“Of course,” Aven said. “She saw a
faerie at her bath. She's lucky to still be alive.”


Aven glared at Thora as she stood
naked, arms trying to cover herself feebly.


“Slave,” she snapped “get on your
knees. And put your hands behind your back. Don't you dare cover yourself from
your master and mistress.”


“Yes, mistress,” thora said,
sinking to her knees. Her hands folded behind her, and she was not surprised to
find that brambles from the bush were winding their way about her limbs. She
grimaced at the harsh texture but knew that complaining would only result in
more pain. Why had she followed the faerie woman again? She glanced over at the
other slave girl, Lily she thought her name was. Naked and bound and gagged and
miserable. That was to be her fate as well.


“Slave,” snapped Aven, drawing
Thora's gaze back to her. “Look at your master's cock. It's a sword that needs
sheathing. Do you have a sheath?”


“Yes, mistress,” Thora said,
swallowing at the sight of his huge member. It was as thick as her arm! Still,
she turned about and used her bound hands to pull her pussy lips apart.


“Not the sheath I meant,” Aven
said in a growl. “Show your ass to him, now!”


Bruno crept up behind the maid and
gripped his cock. The mere sight of the girl so helpless had a drop of jizz
dangling from the head. He spat into her wide open asshole, causing her to
flinch. Thora moaned as he started shoving the tip inside her.


“It's too much!” she yelped. “Mistress,
please, he will tear me in half!”


“Oh, I hardly think that will
happen,” Aven said. “It's been in my ass, and you're a much bigger girl, aren't
you?”


“Big girls are the most fun,”
Bruno said. He shoved himself all the way in, balls deep, and relished the
tight feel of Thora's asshole. “Mmm, I can already tell she's going to be a
good fuck.”


“And she's yours, anytime you want
her,” Aven said, coming to stand beside him. Their lips met in a passionate
kiss while Bruno thrust into the girl. A guttural chorus came out of her
throat, echoing througout the woods, far enough that even Crown and Hector
could hear.
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The garden was filled with over
three dozen guests, and half that many servants, and yet it still felt
spacious. Perhaps it was the lack of a ceiling overhead, or the excitement of
the Harvest Ball, but Lord Mannix's party appeared to please nearly all. Kate
swirled in orbit around the stone fountain, waltzing with King Drakken. She was
amazed at how graceful he was, despite his age. She felt the display of solid
muscle below her hand upon his shoulder, and his step was steady and sure even
as he dipped her so low her hair nearly brushed the stone floor.


“You dance remarkably well, your
majesty,” said Kate, surprised to find that she genuinely was enjoying herself.


“For an old geezer,” he said, a
smile lighting up his face.


“You are fit and virile,” she said
“and move with aplomb that younger men can only envy.”


“My thanks for the flattery,” he
said with a chuckle as they swished past her father. The elder Mannix had a
look of distinct approval on his face as they flashed by.


“It is no mere flattery, sire,”
said Kate. She could not help but note that many of the other unmarried noble
women lanced jealous spears with their eyes at her. In spite of herself, she
felt a swelling of pride in her breast. Despite what her father had seen,
Drakken was still the king, and it was thrilling in a way to be doted upon by
so powerful a man.


She remembered the feel of Bruno's
hands upon her, much warmer than the grip of the king. He had not been the most
graceful of dancers, but he was always able to move his body in concert with
hers on the dance floor...and other places as well...


Kate closed her eyes and buried
the memory. Bruno was far to the south, had likely eased his heartache in the
arms of some country maid who was willing to overlook his dusk skinned heritage
in order to bed a man with lands and title. Though she lamented their parting,
she knew it would be better for the knight in the end. Eventually, Bruno would
have to act as heir to her father's assets, and the vision of the man's burly
hand gripping a quill pin awkwardly, dipping the wrong end, made her giggle.


“Care to share the jest with me?”
said Drakken gently.


“It is nothing, your majesty,” she
said.


The song ended and all present
rewarded the minstrels with applause. They began to play a slower, more
romantic tune. Many of the couples on what amounted to the dance floor moved
their bodies close, staring soulfully into each other's eyes. Drakken gently
pulled her towards his own seat, a padded, opulent chair her father had
purchased just for the king. Without being bidden, one of Drakken's hangers on
dragged another chair next to it.


“Will you sit with me for a time,
my lady?” he said.


“It would be an honor,” she said
pleasantly.


Wine was brought, and Drakken
sipped his in moderation. Kate found her glass half empty almost immediately,
her nerves causing her throat to tighten up. It was difficult, pretending to
allow the king to court her while she desperately tried not to think about her
father's treasonous acts. Reminding herself that the best way to protect him
was to be in Drakken's good graces, she willed herself through the ordeal.


“I am told,” said Drakken, drawing
her gaze back to him “that you are something of a maestro at Castle.”


“I play, and sometimes manage to
muster a victory,” she said modestly.


“I should like it if we were to
play a game,” he said “perhaps in my chambers?”


“Of course, your majesty,” said
Kate.


“And please,” he said “call me
Edward. It feels strange for us to be using titles, does it not?”


“I,” said Kate, stammering “I do
not know if I can! Using the proper title when addressing your betters was
drummed into my head at an early age.”


“Well,” said Drakken “it would not
hurt you to try, Katherine.”


His smile seemed genuine enough,
and she had difficulty reconciling the kindly figure before her with the
despotic tyrant who had taxed his populace nearly to starvation. Perhaps her
father was right, and he needed a feminine touch to moderate his excesses. Perhaps
being the queen would not be so terrible a fate after all...


The minstrels stopped, abruptly in
the middle of their song. Kate glanced up, and noted that the king appeared
puzzled as six men in Templar garb marched grimly into the garden. In their
midst was a prisoner, one hand dangling from a badly broken wrist. He was a
middle aged man of modest build, but the numerous wounds on his body seemed to
indicate he had been in battle of some sort. Miserably, the fellow stared at
the party guests as they parted way, not expecting succor and not receiving
any. He was thrown to his knees before Drakken's chair.


“What is the meaning of this?”
demanded Drakken harshly. “This is a ball, a very special one. You do my friend
Lord Mannix great injury by disrupting it.”


“My apologies, King Drakken,” said
one of the Templars, his response seeming rehearsed. “But this traitorous dog
has vital information that I believed you would wish to hear immediately.”


“If the news is not truly dire,”
said Drakken “you have forfeited your life.”


The Templar seemed not fazed at
all by the grim proclamation. Drakken turned his gaze upon the wretched fellow
kneeling on bloody knees before him.


“Speak, man,” he said, not
unkindly “if your words are true you may not hang for your treason.”


“You heard the king, dog,” said
the Templar, shoving him rudely with his armored foot.


The man stared up at Drakken, his
voice a quiver.


“Forgive me, my king,” he said,
and again his speech seemed like a sermon prepared ahead of time to Kate “but
my belly gnawed with hunger, and my children's ribs stick out like the bars of
a prison. I never meant to-”


“Quit groveling, worm,” said
another Templar, kicking the man to his belly. “Tell us who was behind
the treachery against the crown!”


“Twas Lord Mannix, my king,” said
the captive causing gasps among the partiers. 


“Don't be ridiculous,” said
Drakken, much to Kate's relief. “Lord Mannix is a staunch supporter of the
throne, and has always been so.”


“There is evidence, my lord,” said
Quinn, striding forward to stand before Drakken. Kate's mouth dropped open in
shock, her belly twisting in knots. The first sword turned towards her for a
moment and smirked just a bit before addressing the king once more. “I have
gathered many letters and invoices that indicate Lord Mannix has been secretly
supporting the rebels in the south. He has acted in concert with his former
First Sword, Duncan Davros.”


Shocked silence greeted the
accusation. Kate glanced up at her father, who appeared white as a sheet. She
turned her gaze upon Quinn, teeth bared in a snarl.


“You bastard,” she spat.


“Now, Katherine,” said Drakken “I
am sure the man is merely mistaken.”


“I wish I were, sire,” said Quinn.
“I wish I were.”


“Well?” said Drakken, staring
across the garden at Mannix. “What have you to say to these accusations, old
friend?”


Mannix strode stiffly across the
fire lit stone to stand next to Quinn. He did not look at the man, but his brown
eyes bored into Drakken's gray ones.


“It is true, sire,” said Mannix,
eliciting shocked outbursts from the crowd. One woman swooned and had to be
carried to stone bench to recover.


“And why have you turned traitor,
Lord Mannix?” said Drakken. “Have I not always treated your family fairly?”


“Indeed, sire,” said Mannix “but
it is the fate of the common folk that appealed to my better judgment.”


“Better judgment?” said Drakken. “You
would judge your rightful king?”


“Yes,” said Mannix, putting his
arms akimbo “I do judge the king, though he is not right in any way,
shape, or form. You tax the peasantry to near extinction, viciously beat down
any who dare to raise voice in protest, and hoard away mountains of coin
beneath Fort Drakken for who knows what insane purpose.”


The nobility was shocked into
silence once more. Never in their memories had any dared to speak to Drakken in
such a fashion. Kate stared hard at her father, wondering if he had adopted a
fatalistic streak.


“These are serious accusations,”
said Drakken, his tone somber. “Perhaps you think another would better serve as
sovereign...perhaps you think that Lord Mannix should sit upon the throne?”


“I hesitate to call myself worthy,”
said Mannix “but I am more worthy of the crown than a madman!


“Father, please,” said Kate “what
game are you playing? Why do you lie to his majesty, pretending to be
responsible for these horrid deeds?”


“A nice ploy, my lady,” said Quinn
“but the evidence is insurmountable.”


Kate again gave him a black look,
which he smugly shrugged off. Her eyes whipped back to the king when he spoke.


“Very well,” said Drakken “then I
will give you your opportunity to take my throne. Duel me here, in your
daughter's garden, traitor, and if you defeat me I shall abdicate the throne.”


A cry rose up at the proclamation.
Drakken quieted the rabble by spreading his hands dramatically.


“And if I should defeat you,” he
continued “you shall sign a full confession.”


“Bah,” said Mannix, dismissing the
notion with a wave of his hand “your Templars would be upon me ere your carcass
touched the ground.”


 Drakken smiled, rising to his
feet and turning his gaze upon the crowd.


“All who hear now bear witness,”
said Drakken “should Lord Mannix best me, whether I survive or not, none shall
lay hands upon him. He will be your rightful king, by my royal decree.”


Drakken turned his face back to
Mannix.


“Will that be sufficient?” he
said.


“Get my sword,” said Mannix, which
caused Kate's heart to catch in her throat.
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Chapter 9


Do not do this, Father,
I beg!” said Kate, placing a hand upon Mannix's sleeve as he attempted to
loosen up his body.


“It will be all right, my dear,”
he said eyes lighting up as a servant brought Lucille in her magnificent
jeweled scabbard. “Drakken has not dueled in over thirty years.”


“This is not right,” said Kate “the
king was not surprised! He has planned this spectacle with great cunning! He is
up to his own treachery, I am sure of it!”


“Hello, my dear,” said Mannix with
half lidded eyes as he gripped his blade. Turning to Kate, his face grew grim.
“If I should fall, do not be foolish. I was careful to protect you. If you take
a husband, the king will allow you to keep our holdings, I am sure of it. He
has designs for you, though I shudder to think what they are. You must promise
me you will not seek revenge.”


“Father, please,” said Kate.


“Promise me!” he said, grabbing
her by the arm almost painfully.


“I promise,” she said, though she
wondered if her words were hollow. They seemed to satisfy her father, who
walked to an area just before the fountain. Drakken stood and allowed his
second to roll back his fur lined cloak. Mannix drew his blade and saluted
Drakken, who nodded his head in acknowledgment of the honor.


“First blood?” said Mannix grimly.
“Or would you prefer to the death?”


“First blood will be sufficient,”
said Drakken “though my blood runs cold at the reptilian look in your eyes!”


The arbiter, a wiry little man who
looked rather worriedly at the king, gave the signal for them to begin. A hush
rolled over the crowd as Mannix approached him in a fencer's stance, blade held
at waist level.


“Draw your blade, sire,” he said
through gritted teeth “I'll not cut down an unarmed man.”


“Consider me armed,” said Drakken,
drawing a blade meant as much for ceremony as fencing. It was a longer sword
than Lucille, but it had designs on the hilt that Mannix believed would make it
difficult for a sweaty hand to hang on to. Drakken did not appear to be
sweating, however, while his own clothing clung to his flesh with moisture.


Mannix tried a thrust to the
king's belly, and was shocked when the man did not attempt a parry, moving his
own sword out to the side. Lucille's tip penetrated the king's fine magenta
doublet, and then the blade bent behind Mannix's hand. He withdrew the blade,
stunned, as the king had not backed up even an inch. It felt as if he were
thrusting his sword into a tree trunk.


“Hidden armor?” said Mannix. The
king merely shrugged, an arrogant smirk crossing his wizened face. Growling,
Mannix tried another thrust, then another. This time the king smoothly pivoted
to the side on his heel, making the sword hit only empty air.


Drakken began to give ground,
still not employing his own blade. Mannix was an accomplished fencer, and still
remarkably spry for his age, but it seemed he could more easily pierce the
crescent moon in the heavens than the man's body. 


Growing angry, Mannix aimed a wild
stab at the King's head, something an amateur swordsman might attempt. He
stared in shock as Drakken's empty hand flashed up like summer lightning and
clutched the sharp blade in it. Mannix tried to disengage, but incredibly his
sword was held fast by the king's knobby fingers.


“You are quite skilled, Lord
Mannix,” said Drakken “but you are just a man. While I...am a KING!”


Drakken punched out with his sword
hand, connecting a solid blow to Mannix's jaw. The lord spun around in a circle
from the impact, sprawling to the stones on his belly. He lay still as death,
causing Kate to scream. Despite the angry shouts of the arbiter, she dashed to
her father and flung herself upon him. To her relief, he breathed yet, but a
line of blood trailed from his mouth. She stared up at Drakken as he
approached, tears filling her soft brown eyes.


“Stop,” she said “please, I beg
you, stop!”


Drakken turned to regard one of
the Templars.


“Give us some space, will you?” he
said calmly.


The Templars sprang into action,
using harsh words and even shoves to move the party guests and servants from
the garden. The king's uncanny display had many of them in shock, but with
large, angry men armed with swords and strong as bears prodding them they
quickly fell in line.


Soon the garden was deserted but
for the Templars, Drakken and the Mannixes. Drakken crouched low to look in
Kate's eyes, a gentle smile on his face.


“You would have me spare him?” he
said.


“Yes,” she said. “He must have
been tricked, or had a brain fever, he would never betray you willingly, sire.”


“He will be imprisoned in the
Tower of Woe,” said Drakken, causing Kate to sob “alive, and well treated, so
long as you obey my every whim. I grow old, Lady Katherine, and desire an heir
to carry on my line. I have chosen you to be the bearer of my children.”


Kate looked up, her eyes blinking
away tears.


“Why?” she said, sniffling.


“That will become apparent soon
enough,” he said, sheathing his unmarked blade. “Come to the Keep on the
morrow. You will see that your father is well cared for, and then we have
matters to discuss. And do bring your heretical deck of cards with you, dear. I
have use of it.”


Kate nodded, sobbing again as the
Templars roughly dragged her father from the garden.


“Gently, now,” said Drakken “that
is the future grandfather of my children you handle.”


She lay crumpled in a heap weeping
long after the king had left. Any servant who dared try and comfort her was met
with angry snarls. Soon she was alone with her despair, with only the crescent
moon to comfort her.


[image: ]


Seamus was drifting deeper in
unconsciousness and the sea, and he was fine with that. No more pain in his
heart from the loss of Fennik. No more winces and gasps from fair maids when
the beheld his scarred visage. His only regret was that Roikza would probably
not understand where he had went...


He felt a sharp pain in his
shoulders, jolting him back into reality. The heavy, thick anchor chain of the
merchant vessel had appeared to be moving as he sank beneath the waves. Now it
had stopped, and he realized that it was because something was holding him
fast. He reached up and felt the sharp, pointy things digging into his flesh,
and was shocked to find the familiar feel of Roikza's talons. She was trying to
save him, but lacked the strength to do more than slow his descent.


The thought of the little dragon
drowning because of him lit a new fire in his chest. From where he found the
strength, he could not tell, but he managed to get his limbs moving again. His
lungs screamed for air, and he had to clamp his jaw shut tight to avoid sucking
in a great draught of sea water. His own effort, combined with hers, had the
anchor chain moving again, this time in the opposite direction.


Kicking his legs, the surface
seemed tantalizingly close. When he was mere inches from the air, his body
demanded that he take a breath, and as soon as he hit the surface he began
coughing and choking. Roikza, sprang off his shoulders and flew in a circle,
making surprisingly loud rasping sounds. His one eye stared up at the hull of
the merchant ship, still rocking from the waves kicked up by the dragon's
escape.


Summoning all the strength he could
muster, he swam for the docks. The wooden planks were over ten feet above him,
and he was forced to cling to a wooden pylon as the waves alternately shoved
him against it and tried to suck him away.


The barnacles encrusting the pylon
provided some grip, and he briefly contemplated trying to climb it, but his
arms felt as if they were weighted with lead. Roikza landed on the dock above
him, snaking her head over the edge to hiss at him insistently.


“There's the little monster,” he
heard Stella's voice say. “What's she doing?”


“Isn't it obvious, naked witch?”
said Murdoch “Our dragon slayer must have fallen into the water here.”


“Hey!” He shouted, setting off
another coughing fit. “I'm down here!”


A moment later Roikza scrambled
out of the way as Murdoch lay on his belly and thrust his face over the side.


“Dragon slayer!” he called. “Many
witnessed your triumph! Even now those not in mourning are exalting you! Get up
out of that water, and get what is rightfully coming to you!”


“I can't,” gasped Seamus “my hands
are weak, and beginning to slip.”


Murdoch disappeared, and he heard
the man's voice shouting for a rope. 


An hour later, he sat inside one
of Port Gar's fancier pubs, a half dozen empty mugs on the table before him. People
had jam packed the establishment so tightly Seamus could not see the walls. A
whole roast chicken was placed before him, and he would have eaten it but for
his stomach feeling like he'd ingested the dragon's acid blood. Stella and
Roikza were eager to help him devour the feast, however. 


Smiling at yet another well-wisher
who painfully slapped his lacerated shoulders in a congratulatory way, he
turned to regard the wizard. She had claimed the chair next to him almost
immediately, and kept looking at him out of the corner of her eye, a mix of
admiration and wonder on her face.


“You are a true hero, dragon
slayer!” said a man with a long scar on his face. “If the Fish Gutter guild can
do anything for you, anything at all, just let me know.”


“Thanks, my good man,” said Seamus
with all the grace he could muster.


“Seamus needs nothing from a bunch
of thieves and cutthroats,” said Stella, putting her hand on his forearm, which
she had been doing a lot since they had sat down.


“Stella,” he said darkly “the man
is being gracious.”


“It's all right,” said the man,
winking at him “rumors will spread, after all.”


As he melted into the crowd,
Seamus turned his gaze upon the wizard and frowned.


“What was all that about?” he said
crossly.


“The Fish Gutters are a front for
the Thieves’ Guild,” she said bluntly. “They pretend to be engaged in helping
the community, but really they run most of the brothels and hash dens in the
city. You are too good a man to be involved with their kind of 'help.'“


Seamus swallowed hard, thinking
that joining such a guild would have been high on his list of priorities a few
weeks ago. Now, it seemed as if his world had changed once again.


“How does it feel,” said Stella,
breaking him out of his reverie “to be a hero?”


“Hollow,” said Seamus “my brother
is still dead, my face is still ugly and my hand crippled, and the dragon
escaped.”


“Do you think it will return?”
said Stella. “You are the expert, after all.”


“Stella,” he said with a sigh “I
know as much about dragons as you do. I didn't even know that Roikza could swim
until today. I hope she's all right, once we got back to the watch station she
collapsed on a chair and has been sleeping ever since.”


“Your little dragon,” said Stella,
pushing her glasses up on her sweaty nose “is full of surprises. Daveed left
her in the cage, thinking you would want her to be safe-”


“He was right about that,” said
Seamus.


“-but the beast is clever. She
dragged a pair of cutters over to the cage with her tail and snipped the thin
wire Daveed had used to close it.”


“What?” said Seamus, nearly
spitting out a mouthful of ale. 


“As I said, clever.” said Stella.
“Where ever did you find such a creature?”


“Found an egg one day while Fennik
and I were starving in the woods,” said Seamus “I wanted to eat it, but he
insisted that we wait for it to hatch. More food that way.”


“It must have been quite a shock,”
said Stella “when Roikza burst forth.”


“She didn't exactly burst,” said
Seamus with a chuckle “she scraped out very slowly, taking nearly a day. While
I was watching her struggle, I don't know...I guess I kind of became attached.”


He grinned, his eye lighting up
with a pleasant memory.


“Fennik was quite upset,” he said “that
our meal became our companion. It was him that came upon the scheme of
presenting ourselves a dragon slayers. Fennik...”


He blinked his eye, wishing he had
a patch over both of them so the wizard would not see his womanly tears. An
unexpected gentle pressure touched his cheek, and he realized that Stella had
kissed away a salty droplet. She smiled at him, her face more human that he had
seen yet.


“Sorry,” she said “you looked
so...so sad I had no choice.”


“Don't apologize,” said Seamus,
swallowing hard. “It was just unexpected, that is all.”


They stopped speaking for a moment
as a gaggle of folk pressed into the already crowded common room and shoved
their way over to their table. Seamus spent the next few minutes accepting
their thanks (and drinks.) Stella sat back and smiled, glad to see the man
enjoying himself for literally the first time since she had known him.


“So,” she said after they were
left to their own devices “the stipend of Port Gar is likely to be quite
generous. You are a man of means now, Seamus. What are your plans?”


His face became grim, and his eye
narrowed to a slit.


“Fennik is unavenged,” he said “the
dragon still lives. I was hoping you could locate it for me with your magic.”


“For the love of...why?” said
Stella, her mouth dropping open.


“To slay it, of course,” said
Seamus with a sudden grin “what else do dragon slayers do?”


“Oh,” said Stella, her face a bit
downcast. “Right, of course. I had expected you to find a woman and settle
down…maybe let me loose from my geas?”


Or at least let me wear some
damn clothes, Stella thought bitterly. She
looked down at her naked chest and sighed. It wasn't even embarrassing anymore,
just inconvenient. Like the way the wooden chair scratched her nude bottom, or
the constant assault of mosquitoes.


“I'm not much for settling,” said
Seamus “my brother and I are...were vagabonds by nature. I like to travel, to
see new sights and meet new folk.”


“And swindle them,” she said with
a giggle.


“Those days are over,” he said
icily, staring hard into his empty mug.


“I,” said Stella, stammering “I
didn't mean to-”


“Forget it,” he said, rising to
divest himself of the liquor he had imbibed. The crowd parted for him as he
headed to the loo, some of them openly applauding. Stella watched him go,
unsure of whether she should feel grateful for him forgetting to discipline
her, or frustrated. There was something about being at his mercy that she found
thrilling.


“Make room for the dragon slayer!”
said one man.


“The Allfather, or whatever
heathen god you claim bless you sir!” said another, patting him on the back as
he passed.


He gratefully closed the door to
the smelly chamber behind him. After relieving himself, he returned to the
common room to find a slender young man standing before their table. He was
handsome despite his slight build, his face bereft of whiskers. Thick, curly
blonde hair spilled out the edges of a three cornered cap that looked as if it
belonged on the head of a ship captain. He wore a long tailed jacket that had
once been of fine make but was now dingy and patched in numerous places. He had
a lute slung over one shoulder, the numerous scrapes on its surface indicating
it had been played a great deal. The man glanced over his shoulder as Stella
pointed Seamus's way, and the youth strode up to him and eagerly pumped his
hand the way the Northerners did.


“Greetings to you, master dragon
slayer!” he said with a wide smile full of straight teeth. “I must say, your
victory was inspiring! Whatever was going through your mind when that beast was
bearing down on you?”


“Don't get killed?” said Seamus in
annoyance.


The youth threw back his head and
laughed more than the jest was worth. He clapped Seamus hard on his injured
shoulder and steered the big man back to his seat.


“Wonderful,” he said “I can tell
that we are going to be the best of friends, you and I.”


“I don't follow,” said Seamus,
scowling as the youth claimed an astonishingly empty chair and dragged it
beside him.


“Of course not,” said the youth,
slapping himself on the side of the head, which made Seamus's hurt more for
some reason. “I have not even introduced myself! I am Juan Sanchez Villa Lobos
Trejo, minstrel extraordinaire.”


“What?” said Seamus, as Stella
snickered.


“Call me Lobo,” said the youth “everyone
does.”


“What can I do for you, master
Lobo?” said Seamus. “Surely you have no dragons that need slaying.”


“It is not what you can do for me,”
said Lobo, his blue eyes shining “but what I can do for you!”


“I don't follow,” said Seamus.


“What is the difference between a
hero and a legend?” said Lobo.


“I have not time for riddles...”
said Seamus.


“It is no riddle,” said Lobo. “Allow
me to explain. You see, a hero is exalted by his contemporaries, the folk alive
in his time. A legend is exalted by all the generations that follow. Do you
know what makes them so?”


“I can scarcely wait to find out,”
said Seamus darkly.


“Showmanship,” said Lobo, pounding
his fist on the table for emphasis. “Now, you are an exceptional fellow, no
doubt, but how will folk in lands far from Port Gar know of it? You could boast
of your deeds yourself, but, between you and me, that kind of makes one seem a
bit conceited. But if you have your own, personal minstrel to crow about your
prowess, well, people remember you.”


Seamus rolled his eyes, turning to
address Stella.


“The coin is not even in my purse,”
he said “and there are already those who wish to spend it for me.”


“Perish the thought,” said Lobo,
looking shocked and hurt. “I seek little compensation, just a pittance to cover
food and creative costs.”


“Creative costs?” said Seamus
incredulously.


“Let's not worry about the details
at a time such as this,” said Lobo. “I can see you are skeptical, and wish for
a demonstration. A moment.”


Lobo stood up and dragged his
chair away from the table. Standing nimbly upon it, he took his lute from off
his shoulder and began to strum on the strings with a rapid tempo that soon
drew the attention of all gathered. Seamus had to admit he was quite skilled as
his fingers danced along the strings.


“Good people,” he said in a
surprisingly loud voice “your indulgence, please, for a song I have just
written about our dragon slayer!”


A brief cheer went out as Lobo
began to pluck at the strings again. He began to sing, his voice pleasant if
lacking the baritone of a full grown man.


The Dragon came from the sea,


To have itself a bite,


Of the flesh of goodly folk,


who nearly died of fright.


The beast was terrible, big and fierce,


With breath as hot as the sun,


But then came the mighty slayer,


To save us, everyone.


The city was shattered, good folk lie dead,


But the slayer was not afraid,


He gripped his mighty spear and shield,


His wrath could not be stayed.


The two did clash in a fierce battle,


Two titans by the sea,


He slew the mighty dragon,


And set the people free.


 


As the song ended, a cheer went up
once more. Seamus flushed, embarrassed by all the attention. His brother had
been the sociable one. He turned to comment on Lobo's prowess with the lute to
Stella, but found her face scrunched up in anger.


“No mention of the wizard who
enchanted the spear,” she said. “Why do men at arms get all the credit?”


“I don't think he meant it like
that,” said Seamus as Lobo sat back down, his three cornered hat now filled
with silver coins.


 “You see?” he said, jingling the
haul at him. He reached within and grasped a generous handful and placed them
on the table. “For you, slayer!”


“You are quite skilled,” said
Seamus appreciatively. “Still, I am not certain I need a minstrel.”


“Especially one that sings with a
maid's voice,” said Stella with a frown.


“Be kind, naked witch,” said
Seamus harshly. 


“It's all right,” said Lobo “I
wrote that piece in less than an hour, without all the full details.”


He took Stella's hand in his, and
Seamus frowned as she fairly melted into his blue eyes.


“A wizard, are you?” he said. “I
would be more than happy to add you to the song. I had thought wizards to be
the stuff of legend, truth to be told. There are none in my homeland. Though...do
all of you run around naked?”


“Most wizards,” she said darkly “were
burned as witches during the damned Templar crusades. My grandfather was one of
the few who survived, and I guess you could say it's a family tradition. And
this jerk won't let me wear clothes. I'm under his geas.”


“Well met it any event,” he said “lady...?”


“She's no lady,” said Seamus
scoffingly. “If you want me to prove it I'll throw her over this table and take
her ass in front of everyone.”


Stella gasped, heart pounding. She
didn't want to be raped in front of the bar but still, she had to squeeze her
thighs together tightly to keep moisture from dripping down her legs. Why did
Seamus have such an effect on her? She should hate him, but...


“Stella Pendragon,” she said,
shooting a withering glare at Seamus.


“Well met, Stella Pendragon,” he
said “I can already tell we are going to be the best of friends!”
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Chapter 10


Kate pulled her hooded cloak tightly about her body, despite the evening's heat. She
trod along the cobblestones of one of Fort Drakken's seedier climes, her feet
clad in flat heeled knee high boots. She had dressed in trousers she often wore
into the garden, as their black color did not show stains, and a man's shirt. Her
hope was that any who beheld her would mistake her for a man.


Stepping over a pile of horse
manure, she approached the empty doorway of a shabby tavern. Weak light spilled
out into the street, and the sounds of rowdy voices could be heard. Taking a
deep breath, she strode into the building, squinting as he eyes adjusted to the
brighter environs.


The pub was almost as pathetic on
the inside as the out, with dirt floors and walls that sagged under the weight
of the ceiling, which was bowed badly from frequent leaks. She ignored the fear
in her belly of being crushed beneath it and scanned the room. It was sparsely
populated at that late hour, with only a haggard looking barkeep and a group of
four men playing cards at a three legged table. A rusty sword had been thrust
through one end to serve as a supporting limb. As she watched, one of them, a
great hairy bear of a man, used it to slice open a pack of chewing tobacco.


Swallowing, she turned to the bar
and sat on a crooked stool. The barkeep approached, rubbing a hand over his
bald pate. Several piercings in his ear indicated that he had been a sailor at
one point, and his face was smoothly shaven. As he ambled up to her, she
realized his enormous size; He stood at well over seven feet tall, and was as
big around as one of his barrel kegs.


“You lost, girl?” he said gruffly.


“That depends,” said Kate, trying
her best to sound confident and dangerous “is this the Fatted Calf?” 


“It might be,” said the man,
frowning.


“Is it or isn't it?” she said, daring
to glare at him from under the hood.


“The Fatted Calf it is,” he said “but
I think a noble woman has no business here.”


“What makes you think I am noble?”
she said, trying to sound offended.


“Well,” said the man with a grin,
ticking off his points with his fingers. “One, you have very clean nails, so
either you spend a lot of time digging in them with a dagger, which I doubt, or
you have bathed recently, which is a luxury most common women cannot afford. Two,
you still have all your teeth. Three, though you may think your garb is humble,
the stitching of the fabric indicates that it is of fine make. Need I go on?”


Kate sighed, a frown lining her
face.


“No,” she said “you need not, sir.
I have need of the services of a certain individual, and I have discovered, by
parting with more coin than I would care to admit, that the barkeep of the
Fatted Calf could put me in touch with him.”


“You wasted your money, lass,”
said the barkeep. He spread his arms wide and grinned. “Does this look like the
place anyone of import would frequent?”


“I am sure that line plays well
with the dullards on the city watch,” said Kate “but I have it on good
authority that this is just the place I need to be. I have coin, a great deal
of it. Name your price, man, and put me in touch with the Roach.”


“The Roach?” said the barkeep with
a short, barking laugh. It was subtle, but Kate spotted a brief, nervous twitch
on his face. “The Roach is naught but a legend, lass, a convenient scapegoat
for the watch to cast blame upon for any theft they cannot solve. Next you'll
be asking for the Gray Death.”


Kate scowled, pulling her hood
back. She fixed the barkeep with a pleading stare.


“I beg you, sir,” she said “I have
grown desperate. I have need of the kind of help that only the Roach can provide.
If you have any kindness in you, please help me.”


The behemoth man narrowed his
eyes, leaning on the bar to stare at her.


“You're not with the watch, are
you?” he said.


“Do I look like a watchman to you?”
she said.


“No,” he said “you do not at that.
You have coin?”


Kate reached behind herself and
extracted the leather purse concealed in her cloak. She put it on the bar,
shoving it towards the man.


“Here,” she said “take it, it is
yours. There is more, much more for the Roach, if you will but have him brought
to me.”


The barkeep opened the bag, his
eyes going wide.


“Gold?” he said incredulously. “Do
you want me to dance at the end of a rope?”


“You do not care for gold?” she
said.


“Nobles,” sighed the barkeep. “Gold
draws attention around here. We prefer to deal in silver, or...non-monetary
currencies, if you get my drift.”


“I will bring you silver, then,”
said Kate, reaching for the bag. The barkeep's hand flashed up and clamped down
upon it.


“Go to your home,” he said “the
Roach will call upon you in the hour between night and twilight.” He looked up
at the men playing cards and said but one word. “Vlad?”


A mustached man instantly got up
and collected his winnings. The man disappeared without a word through the open
doorway, melting into the night.


“I did not say where my house was,”
said Kate suspiciously.


“Aye,” he said, leaning close and
whispering “you did not, Lady Mannix. Go to your home. I swear that the Roach
will be there, may the sea take my bones if I do not!”


“Very well,” said Kate, half
convinced that she had just wasted more money. “I shall wait upon him. Good
day, sir, and thank you.”


“It's Tim,” he said “and I am no
one's sir!”


“Good eve, Tim,” said Kate,
smiling slightly as she turned to leave. When she had been gone for several
seconds, the barkeep looked again to the card table.


“Mott, Cade,” he said “go after
her, will you, and make sure she does not fall victim to cutpurse or rapist on
her way home, if you please.”


The hairy giant and a thin wisp of
a man rose from their spots, while the remaining man frowned, now bereft of
anyone to play with.
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Lord Mannix had to admit, the
furnishings were tasteful in his prison cell. Calling it a cell was a bit of a
misnomer, though he was no more free to leave it. He was occupying the top
floor of the Tower, the room a half circle with the sole window on the concave
side. Bars were unnecessary, as the sheer drop on the other side was nearly two
hundred feet straight down. The idea of fashioning a rope of some sort came and
went in his mind. There were plenty of linens on his well-appointed full size
bed, but they were changed daily by a cheerless old woman while a brace of
guards stood at the door, their eyes eagerly daring the Lord to try anything.


There was even a table, complete
with inkwell and quill. Mannix had requested and received parchment, upon which
he scribbled letters for Kate.


His eyes narrowed at the thought
of his daughter. She was to be the King's bride, he had been told, and if she
were to perform her duties as Drakken decreed, his sentence would be suspended.
He had become a hostage, his only ransom his daughter's hand in marriage, and
the thought made him physically sick. He gingerly felt the large bruise on his
jaw, and again wondered how the king had been able to best him so easily. The
man was twenty years his elder, and had not, to his knowledge, so much as drawn
his blade in decades. 


What truly worried him, however,
was the fate of Duncan Davros. He had made a mistake, a huge blunder, when he
had trusted Quinn. It was now obvious that the man would do anything to regain
his family's standing, and Mannix was the one whose back had been convenient to
slide a knife into. Perhaps if he had not insisted that Katherine break off her
engagement to Sir Cromwell, the knight might petition for his release. Mannix
shoved the thought away from himself, feeling a bit guilty. After all, he had
sent the man away to protect him from this kind of conflict. Bruno was a good
man, if a bit single-minded. He did not deserve to be dragged down by the coils
of courtly scheming.


There was a bit of relief, he had
to admit, creeping in on the edges of his consciousness. When he had been
burdened with the secret of his betrayal, he always felt anxious, as if every
call at the manor was the Inquisitors come to drag him away. Now that it was
out in the open, he felt as if there were not much further that he could fall. The
thought racked him with guilt, for while his part in the play may have been
over, at least temporarily, there were others who were risking their lives
right at that moment for all that he stood for. Folk sleeping in mud and eating
roots and grubs, while he slept on satin sheets and dined on meals fit for a
king.


He sighed and looked down at the
letter he had written. It begged Kate not to try and arrange his rescue or
release, but bade her to obey the king and submit to his every whim. It was not
his own neck he worried about; Drakken was far from a good man, and the thought
of Kate being married to such a man riddled him with pain in his breast. Her
best chance was not to draw his ire, or worse, his wrath.


Mannix sat back in the chair and
sighed, rubbing his eyes and wondering if he would spend the rest of his days
looking at the same walls.
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Kate sat straight in a high backed
chair, bathed in a swath of moonlight as it shone through the diaphanous
curtains in her chambers. She still was garbed in her trousers and shirt,
though the cloak now lay draped over her bed. Her left leg fidgeted constantly,
and she found her palms damp with sweat. She knew not what hour it was, but the
horizon remained dark blue, with no hint of dawn tickling it with pink. Despite
the late hour, she was not tired. Her mind raced a hundred miles a minute,
slipping haphazardly between worries of her father, that she had been swindled
out of her coin, that the Roach would arrive but choose to slit her snow white
throat. Still, her resolve did not falter. She had chosen to take this course
of action to help her father, and would accept whatever consequences there
might be. The alternative, allowing her father to languish, perhaps for years,
while she meekly obeyed Drakken's every word was more terrible by far.


Since Kate was expecting the Roach
to arrive through her window, she had arranged her seat to face the balcony. She
wondered what the legendary man might look like. The stories differed, as such
tales often did. Once she had heard one of her servants, an older woman who had
borne several children, speak with dewy eyed nostalgia of how she had once
spotted the Roach clambering over the wall of her lord's estate one dark night.
She alleged the man was possessed of a musculature that would put a Templar to
shame, and had dark hair and eyes and a smile that made your blood freeze if
you were a man or smolder if you were a woman...


Her nose wrinkled in disgusted
amusement. Far more likely, the Roach would be an unassuming fellow, someone
you could pass on the street and not even notice. No doubt, hiding in plain
sight would be one of his idioms, which made her wonder about why she just
assumed he would creep into her balcony window.


A slight noise, which on any other
night she might mistake for a mouse or insect, came at her door. She frowned
when she glanced over and noticed a sheet of parchment that had been thrust
under the crack of her door. It occurred to her that the servants should be
sleeping at that late hour. Curious, she walked over to the door and picked up
the parchment.


Open the door. Was what it read, in a simple hand.


Frowning, she did as the note
bade, stepping back and looking up into the eyes of...no one, as the doorway
was empty.


“Step aside, please,” said a voice
in the darkness. Kate did a double-take, looking down to see the diminutive
figure standing in the doorway. Swaddled in dull black clothing from head to
toe, the masked figure's head barely reached her bustline, and the voice that
emanated from it was high pitched, if sultry.


“What are you doing here, child?”
said Kate in a near whisper “It is very late, and-”


The figure sighed in exasperation.


“I am no child, Lady Mannix,” it
said “step aside, will you? Unless you would prefer we conduct our business out
in the hall.”


“Who are you?” said Kate, still
whispering.


“Some call me the Roach,” said the
figure “though it's a moniker I never self apply.”


Stunned, Kate did not know what
else to do but stand aside and let the little figure enter. The Roach moved
easily, slender limbs lithely propelling him through the door. Kate frowned at
the soft lumps on the figure's chest.


“You are a girl?” said Kate incredulously.


“Woman, actually,” said the Roach,
striding to the center of the room and glancing about. “I am the same age as
you, perhaps older.”


“But,” said Kate, scanning her up
and down. The Roach wore a mask that concealed all but her glittering dark eyes.
Her body seemed no larger than an adolescent’s, and her voice seemed much the
same. Still, the hard look in her eyes said the gaze that held her was no
child's.


“But nothing,” said the Roach “you
have paid most generously to find me, Lady, and here I am. Speak, or I shall be
away, taking some trinkets with me to compensate me for my time.”


“I hear,” said Kate in a whisper. She
cleared her throat and spoke in quietly in a more normal tone. “I have heard
that you can slip in and out of anywhere silent as a shadow.”


“Are you writing my memoirs?” said
the Roach, putting her hands on her hips. “Speak to me about what it is that
you believe I can do for you.”


“It is a monumental task,” said
Kate slowly “it may prove daunting even for the legendary Roach him...herself.”


“I'm listening,” said the Roach,
hopping up to sit on the end of Kate's bed.


“I need you,” she said “to break
into the Tower.”


“Oh, is that all?” said the
Roach. Kate blinked, for there had been no sarcasm in her tone.


“You can do it?” said Kate.


“Have done it,” said the Roach “the
Tower, like all of Fort Drakken, is riddled with numerous tunnels and secret
passages put in by one noble or another for centuries. Truthfully, it is not so
easily done as sneaking onto your estate, but by no means is it impossible.”


“That is gladdening to hear,” said
Kate “for my father languishes in captivity, and I would see him-”


“Whoa,” said the Roach, stiffening
up. “Slow down for a moment. You want me to break your father out of jail?”


“Yes,” said Kate “isn't that the
sort of thing that you do?”


“I am a spy, my lady,” said the
Roach “a thief and a sneak. Jailbreaks are messy affairs that require a full
team and people on the inside. I am sorry, but you will have to ask someone
else.”


“I have gold,” said Kate “all the
gold you could ever want-”


“It's not about coin, my lady,”
said the Roach. “I have no more desire to swing from a rope as you do, and I'm
not sure that my expertise is suited to this type of job.”


“But you must help me,” said Kate,
her eyes growing desperate “there is no one else who I can turn to.”


“That is hardly my concern,” said
the Roach, moving towards the door.


“Wait, please!” said Kate,
interposing herself between the woman and her exit. “There must be something
I can do to convince you!”


The Roach paused, and the eyes
within the slits in the black mask narrowed.


“There might be something,” she
said slowly “your father is quite connected, am I to assume that you are as
well?”


“Any friends of my father's,” Kate
said “are friends of my own.”


“Very well,” said the Roach “I
will break your father from his prison, and in exchange you will assist me in
setting up some investments.”


“By investments,” said Kate, her
eyes narrowing dangerously “I assume you mean allowing criminal syndicates a
place to hide their ill-gotten gains.”


“No,” said the Roach, the mouth
twisting behind the mask in what may have been a smile “to hide my ill-gotten
gains. You see, I cannot creep through estates and slither up walls forever. I
would become a legitimate businesswoman.”


Kate grinned, in spite of herself.


“You should simply seek out a
wealthy husband,” she said.


“Oh, of course,” said the Roach “how
could I not think of that myself? Because all noble men wish a wife who barely
reaches past their navel; who cannot bear them a screaming brat to carry on
their lineage.”


“I am sorry,” said Kate, wincing.


“So,” said the Roach “I will free
your father, and you will help me with my endeavors.”


The little woman grew silent for a
moment, and Kate felt as if she bore a calculating expression below her dark
mask.


“You realize,” she said “that even
if I am to free your father, you will not be able to see him for some time,
perhaps ever.”


“I...” said Kate, the thought
having not occurred to her. Of course the Roach was right. The estate would be
the first place Drakken would search, and then she would be kept under a close
watch. 


Suddenly it occurred to her, the
culmination of what her planning should be. Perhaps she could not hope to slay
Drakken with force of arms, but if she were to sleep in the same chamber, eat
the same food...it would not be hard for her to arrange his expedited death.


Staring at the Roach with a fierce
glare in her brown eyes, a trace of a smile came to her face.


“Perhaps not,” she said “but
things can change.”


“Yes,” said the Roach, a twitch of
her mouth indicating some measure of respect for the noble woman “they can at
that. I will be in touch after the deed has been done, lady.”


“When?” said Kate, her mouth
twisting with worry.


“It is perhaps best you know none
of the details,” said the Roach, putting her hand on the doorknob “but it will
be soon.”


The door opened silently, and the
Roach made her exit. She started to ask if she needed help finding her way out,
then realized the banality of the question.


Even after the Roach left her, and
the golden light of dawn was streaming in her window, Kate found that sleep
eluded her. Her mind was full of fiery thoughts, centering around different
(mostly painful) ways to commit Regicide.
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Chapter 11


After traveling over wooded, rocky terrain for several days, Hector was glad to have the hooves of
his mule back on an actual road. A dirt road, to be sure, and one marred with
many deep ruts from wagon wheels, but a road nonetheless.


They were still many miles from
Fort Drakken, and their lives had taken on a kind of routine that the squire
found comforting. Wake up at dawn, travel until it was too dark to see, then
make camp. Life on the road may have lacked comforts, such as a hot bath or
cold spirits, but there was a certain sense of freedom that came with having
the sky as your ceiling.


He had even begun to warm up to
the assassin. Crown may have had a heart as black as pitch, but the man could
carry his end of a conversation. Hector found him to be witty and charming,
with at least a cursory knowledge of a wide variety of topics.


While Bruno and Aven often rode a
bit ahead of them, often discussing plans they considered too important for
Crown to hear, Hector found himself thinking more and more of his prisoner as a
companion. During one of their moments of relative privacy he remarked as much
to Crown.


“You are a pleasant man to travel
with,” said the squire.


“Why thank you,” said Crown,
seemingly honestly flattered. “Civility is the hallmark of good breeding.”


“And is your breeding good?” said
Hector.


“You think me to be noble?” said
Crown, enjoying the double meaning of the word.


“I don't know,” said Hector “you
are obviously educated, and quite knowledgeable about matters the nobility.”


“Perhaps it is because I ply my
trade upon them that I have taken their mannerisms,” said Crown with a chuckle.


“Perhaps,” said Hector with a
laugh “and I know better than to try and get a straight answer out of you.”


“And your own family?” said Crown “Brandywine
is a name that draws a great deal of water in some circles.”


“Cousins to the king, actually,”
said Hector “or should I say, cousin, as I am the last of my line.”


“I had heard,” said Crown, his
expression somber “that the Brandywines had a run of bad luck.”


“If by bad luck,” said Hector
bitterly “you mean the blades of highwaymen, then you are correct.”


“I see,” said Crown. “So you were
taken in as a ward of the Templars-”


“Taken in?” said Hector
incredulously. “Taken in? I had to get on my knees and beg to be a
squire!”


“But you were a lad, all alone-”
said Crown.


“Younger men than I have ruled the
noble houses before,” said Hector “no, I petitioned for a place within the
Knights.”


“Can I ask why?” said Crown. “Why
give up a life of luxury to be put between sharp pointy things and the place
where folk want to stick them? Did you grow up idolizing the knights, wishing a
life of adventure for yourself?”


“Not really,” said Hector “of
course, when one is a lad one looks to the knights in their shining armor, at the
way the maidens swoon at their merest wave, one wishes to be a knight. In my
case, I don't know...perhaps I was simply tired of being alone. Though their
training is harsh, and their life even harsher, the Templars gave me a sense
of, well, a sense of...community.”


“I see,” said Crown, his tone
carefully neutral. “So, just out of idle curiosity, if the king is
corrupt and you must execute the Thirteenth Duty, who is next in line to be
crowned?”


Hector frowned, staring hard at
the dirt ahead of them.


“I do not like to think of such
things,” said Hector. “Bruno says the crown shackles you more tightly than any
chains, makes you cautious of every breath you draw.”


“Does not the thought of power
thrill you?” said Crown.


“I am uncertain I want the
responsibility of rulership,” said Hector. “Knowing that every decision I make
will affect hundreds, perhaps thousands of people...what if I am wrong? What if
I give an edict that leads the kingdom to ruin?”


“Such thoughts are those I would
have in the head of my king,” said Crown. “Sadly, the Drakken line would not
agree with you. They think the king must have no doubts, that every decision he
makes should be made with the utmost certainty that he has made the best
possible decision of all possible decisions.”


“So they are fools, then,” said
Hector with irritation, the talk of his heritage not something he was
comfortable with. Crown threw back his dark head of hair and laughed heartily.


“Quite right,” said the assassin.


“Then why do you serve them?” said
Hector “You don't seem to sort to stick a knife in someone for sadistic
pleasure.”


“The answer is simple, my boy,”
said Crown “It's all about survival. I survive by making myself useful,
and by making sure that my death would be most inconvenient for those who might
wish it. I serve Drakken because he has wealth and power, and nothing more.”


“So you have no loyalty other than
to yourself,” said Hector with a scowl. “No ideals, no honor...”


“I have plenty of ideals, boy,”
said Crown, a rare sneer crossing his face “I celebrate loyalty, compassion and
mercy as much as the next fellow...perhaps more. But I know the truth about
ideals.”


“And what truth is that?” said
Hector.


“That when an ideal is in your
head, it is perfect,” he said “but once you let it out into the real world, it
becomes corrupt, twisted by the selfish desires of mankind. Humility is a fine idea,
boy but in the real world you may find it a great hindrance.”


“So what are you saying?” said
Hector, waving away a pesky fly. “That I should go about life assuming that I
have made the right decisions?”


“Not at all,” said Crown “I simply
think you should know the difference between the idea and putting it into
practice.”


The squire grew silent, mulling
over the assassin's words. It had been some time since anyone had talked to
Hector like an equal, and Crown seemed to genuinely want him to reach is own
conclusion. It was easy to forget, looking at the man's serene, smiling face,
that he was a paid killer. One who had attempted to smother the life out of him
while he lay helpless.


His thoughts were invaded by
Bruno's hard stare as the knight slowed his mount to allow the other two to
catch up. Bruno had made no illusion of his distaste for the burgeoning
friendship between his squire and the assassin. Hector swallowed hard and tried
to force a smile to his face.


“The sun seems not so terribly hot
today,” he said “and I detect a whiff of rain on the wind. Perhaps it shall
cool the dusty ground.”


“More likely,” said Bruno “it will
only cause us more misery by making the air more steamy.”


“Oh, Sir Cromwell,” said Crown,
his voice eager and insistent even as a smile stayed plastered on his lined
face.


“I have nothing I wish to hear
from your devious mouth, killer,” said Bruno crossly.


“Very well,” said Crown “but I
thought that you might be interested to know that we are riding towards an
ambush.”


“What?” said Hector, turning to
strain his eyes at the road ahead. The path was winding through the woods, and
he saw only a sparrow as it darted from the canopy to shimmer in the sun.


“Don't stare, my boy,” said Crown “and
give us a smile and a laugh, as if I just said something that amuses you.”


“I see nothing,” said Hector, his
voice strained while he attempted to grin as if in mirth.


“I see them,” said Bruno,
dismounting and dropping to one knee in the dirt. He checked his horse's hoof
as if he were searching for an errant rock while he subtly scanned an area
ahead of them.


“The king's men?” said Aven,
squinting her green eyes intently despite the men's subterfuge.


“Unlikely,” said Bruno “possibly
bandits. The kingdom is plagued with them of late.”


“Do you want me to get your armor
ready?” said Hector, patting the bags slung over his mule's stout back.


“They shall set upon us if they
witness the good knight trying to don it,” said Crown.


“So?” said Aven, causing all eyes
to turn to her. “There are only seven of them.”


Crown whistled, as Bruno shot her
a skeptical glance.


“I saw but one man,” said the
knight.


“I saw three,” said Crown “but I
underestimated the faerie maid once; I'll not do so again. If she says there
are seven, then I have no reason to doubt her.”


“What are we waiting for?” said
Aven. “When the bandits see they are dealing with a Templar, and not simple
country folk, they will surely turn tail and flee.”


“Desperate men make for tenacious
adversaries, my...Aven,” said Bruno. “We should expect them to fight to the
death.”


“Or they could be more assassins,”
said Hector “since Crown's former masters no doubt realize he has failed.”


“No doubt?” said Crown with a
grin. “You must have done many assassinations, young one, to be so
knowledgeable on the time frame!”


“They are making their move,” said
Bruno icily. All three turned to look up the road as a man came out of the
underbrush. He was wearing a pair of gray trousers that may have once been
white and a v necked sack cloth shirt that had likely once been a sack full of
potatoes. Greasy, unkempt brown hair hung low over his eyes, which appeared
friendly enough as he approached. Bruno noticed no obvious weapons.


“Hail, strangers,” said the man,
who appeared to be a youth not much older than Hector. “I have need of your
assistance, should you prove able!”


He continued to walk towards them,
while Crown strode past Bruno with a smile on his face.


“Well met, stranger,” said the assassin,
ignoring Bruno's glare. “I don't know what assistance an old man and his two
children might provide; though my sun kissed bodyguard may seem able he is
quite the coward and will flee from the slightest raised voice!”


“Bodyguard?” said Bruno, though it
went unnoticed.


“Not much of a swordsman, eh?”
said the youth. “It matters not, for all I require is a pair of strong hands. You
see, my brother fell from his horse, and is much too heavy for me to bear back
to our homestead. If you could come with me, maybe help rig a litter to bear
the poor fellow back home-”


“Why,” said Crown, shooting a
furtive, mocking glance at Bruno “I think this great oaf can assist you, if you
provide plenty of encouragement by whipping him when he goes slow.”


Bruno made a strangled sound deep
in his throat, his hands rasping into fists while he struggled to keep his face
serene.


“What are you waiting for?” said
Crown. “Hop to it, boy!”


The assassin slapped his hand
firmly across Bruno's rump. It was the stiff breeze that fanned the flames in
the knight's belly to an inferno. His hand snapped out and viciously struck
Crown in the cheek. The little man went down hard, his face in the dirt.


The youth began running towards
the thick copse that his fellows were hiding themselves in. The trees were
close together but the lower trunks were bereft of branches. What Bruno did
find when he tore into the thicket, sword naked in his hand, was the youth
being pulled up on a hemp line by two ragged looking men. Their eyes were
glazed with the madness brought on by long term hunger, their movements spastic
and jerky. The boy was up into the branches nearly thirty feet over the
knight's head before Bruno had the sense to find cover from the men in the
trees. Squatting behind a stout fallen tree nearly half his height, he was
joined by Aven and Hector.


“Keep low,” said Bruno “they may
have archers.”


“Poor tactical decision,” said
Hector with a smug smile “they have treed themselves!”


“This is strange behavior for
bandits,” said Aven with a frown “they have greater numbers, why not just set
upon us on the road?”


“We're not climbing up after them
without a rope,” said Hector, squinting over the log.


“Get down, boy,” said Bruno,
grabbing the youth by his tunic and dragging him back out of sight.


A high pitched, wheedling whistle
caught all of their attention. Aven was particularly sensitive, gasping in pain
and clasping her hands to her ears.


“What was that?” said Hector. Bruno
attended to Aven, who waved off his attempted ministrations.


“Shhh,” said Bruno, craning his
neck. Aven shook her head, her ears still ringing from the whistle.


“I hear it too,” said Hector, his
eyes growing wide “it sounds like hounds!”


“They will cower in the trees
while their hounds tear us to shreds,” said Bruno with a scowl. “Come down and
fight us like men, cowards!”


Snarling, viciously barking dogs
could be heard getting closer. Bruno was stunned when he first saw the lead
hound, loping easily over thorn bushes as tall as a man. It bore the general
shape of a mastiff or other large breed, but instead of sleek fur it had mangy
looking patches intermixed with what looked to be oval shaped scales. The
thing's face had capable looking jaws that seemed to open much wider than a
hound's should have been able too, and only in a dragon or a shark had Bruno
seen brutal triangular teeth. It's head seemed a bit malformed and lumpy, with
one of its eyes permanently shut due to a large spongy growth that bounced with
each stride.


“These are no mere hounds,” said
Bruno.


“Now I bet you wish we'd got your
armor,” said Hector, drawing his own blade.


“Tomorph,” said Aven, and before
their eyes her form shimmered like heat rising off a metal roof. Gone was the
beautiful barmaid Allison, replaced with the towering, strange-limbed faerie
woman. She grabbed a branch thicker than Bruno's leg with both hands and
wrenched it off the fallen tree's trunk amid a shower of splinters. Hector and
the knight's jaw's dropped at the display, but they had no time to make further
comment, as the first of the hounds were nearly upon them.


Bruno could count at least two
more of the hideous mutants charging through the brush at them. As a boy, he
and his foster father had been hunting deer when they crossed into the
territory of a great brown bear. The bear had snapped branches and saplings in
its wake to charge after them, and only the senior Cromwell's wild blow with a
wood hatchet saved them from being mauled. The dogs possessed similar
fortitude, and stood as tall as Hector's mule at the shoulder.


The knight crouched, prepared to
receive the beast's charge and skewer it upon his blade. Aven prevented this
course of action by stepping up between Bruno and the strange hound with her
crude club drawn across her body in a two handed grip. As she stepped down with
her leading hoof, she swung the cudgel, connecting solidly on the hound's nose.
The beast was knocked to the forest floor, momentarily stunned. Aven brought
the branch over the hound's head, splintering nearly a foot off the end of her
weapon. She followed it up with repeated blows, as the dog tried pitifully to
avoid the savage onslaught. Bruno was taken aback by the wild glee in Aven's
green eyes, the Zeal with which she reduced the hound's head to ground meat and
pulped bone.


He had no time to muse further, as
Hector was being beset by two of the hounds. The squire had managed to slice a
portion off the ear of one of them, which had momentarily retreated to assess
the harm done to its body. The other was bearing down on his apprentice, and
the boy looked small indeed as the great beast lunged at him.


Bruno drew his dagger from the
sheath at his side and charged at the hound bearing down on the squire. He
planted the dagger solidly between the shoulder blades of the hound Hector had
injured on the way past, then took his blade in a two handed grip. The
Heartfire surged through his veins, fueling the strength of his blow as he
thrust it forward. The tip speared into the hound, digging in nearly a foot
deep. However, the dog's momentum and weight were too much for the even the
Templar's strength, and his blade was wrenched from his grasp as the hound
barreled into Hector, pinning the boy beneath it even as it shuddered and died.


Bruno turned upon the other hound,
but it was loping away, tail tucked firmly between its legs. Aven had finished
her gruesome work with her hound, her club splintered to a fraction of its
former size. The knight had seen bloody corpses before, too many times, but the
way that shards of wood were thrust into the hound's flesh, their tops flattened
smooth by repeated hammering, and he felt a bit squeamish. 


Turning back to Hector, he
assisted the boy in extricating himself from the hound's corpse. The squire was
none the worse for wear, though his shirt was stained with the hound's blood.


“What are we to do with them?”
said Hector, staring up at the pitiful men and boys trying desperately to
conceal themselves behind the foliage. “They attacked a Knight. That is
punishable by death.”


“Bah,” said Bruno “most of them
will starve within a week, anyway. We have more pressing matters to attend to.”


“What manner of beasts are these?”
said Hector.


“Drogs,” said Aven coldly “leftovers
from an era before the faeries and Templars drove the sorcerers from the north.
Twisted magic crossbred dragons and dogs, with the results you see before you.”


“And these sharecroppers, what,
trained them?” said Hector. 


“I don't think they were all that
trained,” said Bruno, staring up into the trees “otherwise, why run up a tree
like a cat?”


“Where's Crown?” said Aven, her face
grown alarmed.
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He was taking the horses to
safety, he told himself. Yes, he was going to gallop away with the horses and
mule to keep them safe from the ambush. Crown's hand reached for the reigns for
the tenth time, and for the tenth time his hand erupted in the horrifically
painful blue flame. He kept thinking that he could steel himself against it,
that if he told himself that the pain was only in his mind he could overcome
it. Every time he ended up panting in the dirt, his spit mixing with blood from
his busted lip in a muddy pool.


It was not right, he thought, the
cursed faerie wench treating him so. With conventional bindings or
imprisonment, there was at least a slim if not sporting chance for escape. Ropes
could be cut, locks could be picked, and bars could be squeezed through. If
worst came to worst, he might be able to bribe a guard, or trade some
information for his release.


With the magic, he had no
recourse. There could be no struggling against the insidious magic worming its
way through his brain. So long as his goals was even the most minor of
treachery, the flame would erupt and he would feel worse pain than he had ever
known, even under torture.


A rueful smile broke out on his
face when the three harried companions came out of the woods. He stood up and
dusted himself off. As Bruno approached he held his hand to his face and played
up the minor injury.


“I was only playing in character,
my boy,” he said, wincing at the pain.


“Sometimes I think you wish me to
finish you off, assassin,” said Bruno.


“I wish you would,” said Crown
with a touch of uncharacteristic bitterness “it would almost be preferable to
being ensorcelled by your faerie witch.”


Bruno's blade hummed in the air as
it was eagerly drawn from its scabbard.


“I did say almost preferable,”
said Crown sheepishly.


Hector clapped the assassin on the
shoulder and moved to get his mule from where it had wandered off to graze. Bruno
reluctantly sheathed his blade, giving one last cold glance at Crown before he
did so.


“And what manner of brigands did
you encounter amid the elms?” said Crown.


“Not brigands,” said Hector “just
starving, desperate folk driven to heinous acts by the gnawing in their
bellies.”


“I heard much snarling, I had
thought that you had come upon a nest of wolves,” said Crown, eying the dark
red stain on Hector's shirt.


“Of a sort,” said the squire with
a grin “magic born mistakes, really. The Allfather be praised that they were
not larger!”


“Unbelievable,” said Bruno, his
sword flashing free of its sheath. He stared back up the road whence they had
come, where a pair of the haggard men were running towards them.


“We are attacked!” shouted Hector,
his hand going to his own blade.


“Calm yourselves,” said Crown,
putting a hand upon the boy's arm. “Look to their faces. They are fraught with
fearful hopes. Likely they come to throw themselves on the ground and beg for
food scraps. I have an apple core somewhere that they might glean some
sustenance from...”


“Come no further!” said Bruno
through clenched teeth. Aven dropped into a crouch and summoned up her reserves
of magical energy. She shaped it into a hot, roiling mass of heat within her
belly, and she had but to speak the word of power to release it as a blast that
would turn the air around the men's head to steam, subsequently flash boiling
the men's flesh.


“We don't mean you no harm, sir,”
said one man, the taller of the two. He knelt with difficulty in the dirt,
hampered by a heavy leg brace. Most of the hair on his pate had fled, but he
still had a ring of sandy blonde hair without much gray, indicating he was
younger than his haggard appearance might otherwise suggest. His companion was
a head shorter, with a head full of wispy blonde hair that was almost white. He
had blunt features, a thick jaw and round nose. A heavy brow hung over eyes
that alternately went from his companion to Bruno's blade. Both bore crude
weapons, farm implements that had been beaten into swords, but they remained
sheathed at their sides.


“Don't mean us harm?” said Bruno
with a laugh. “Feeding us to your pets is hardly a way to win friendship, my
good man.”


“The Hell hounds?” said the man,
his mouth agape. “They are plague, not pets. They have eaten all our livestock,
the precious little that we did not have to slaughter to pay Drakken's cursed taxes,
and when that ran out they started upon our fields! They devour the plants to
the very roots, and befoul the earth with their spit so nothing can grow...”


“I am curious,” said Aven,
shocking both men when she boldly strode forward and addressed them “where did
you come upon that whistle? Is that what summoned the Drogs to you in the first
place?”


“Aven,” said Bruno a bit stiffly “men
are speaking.”


“Yes,” said Aven, putting her
hands on her hips “foolish men, who know not what they trifle with! That whistle
was no mere dog trainer's artifact, but an ancient device that reeks of
sorcery. I ask you again, man, where did you come upon the whistle?”


The man stammered a bit, looked to
Bruno who nodded.


“It is not my place to say, lady,”
he said “but I can bring you to the man who owns it, and he can tell you the
tale.”


“Walk into another ambush?” said
Crown with a laugh. “You must think us preposterously stupid.”


“No ambush, sir,” said the man,
going down to both knees in the dirt. His companion followed suit a second
later, mimicking the acts of his companion. “Please, I beg of you. Those hounds
were but three of a pack that numbers nearly a score. You must help us be rid
of the beasts! I recognize the Heartfire on your wrists, sir knight, and
beseech you to help us!”


“You are criminals,” said Hector.
“You set us up to be devoured by the hounds that you might loot our corpses,
yes?”


“That and...for other purposes, my
lord,” said the man, his eyes downcast. “The Hell hounds slay men, but do not
eat them.”


“Why would they not eat men?” said
Hector, raising an eyebrow.


“The sorcerer Banabas the Cur
first created the breed,” said Aven “he desired the corpses of his enemies to
be intact for a truly sickening practice known as Necromancy.”


“Sounds like a personable fellow,”
said Crown with a smile.


“Why have I never heard of this
Banabas?” said Bruno.


“Because of the church of the
Allfather,” said Aven harshly, giving the Knight a green eyed glare “your holy
men burned many texts which bore stories that did not fit their version of
history, and forbade the oral versions from being uttered on pain of death. Sorcery
was not always illegal in these lands, Templar. Your own Drakken line...”


Her voice trailed off, her eyes
growing hard.


“Never mind,” she said “we don't
have time for history lessons. The Drog are a blight upon the land and must be
dealt with.”


 “This has nothing to do with our
cause,” said Crown. “I pity these people, I truly do but perhaps we should
simply continue on our way?”


 “This has everything to do
with our cause, assassin,” said Bruno, his lips a tight line. “These people
suffer, in part, because the king has not done his duty. If we are truly men,
if we wish to honor the spirit of our task as well as the completion of it, we
must help these folk.”


“More morality,” said Crown with a
sigh. “I suppose I might as well join the Templar order, I am apparently so
often expected to ride into almost certain death.”


 “The order would never accept
someone like you,” said Hector with a scowl.


“We are being rude,” said Bruno “this
man has asked us for aid, and we will not disappoint! Up, man, and tell us your
name.”


The man rose from his knees,
getting an assist from the silent blonde man at his side. He grinned behind his
thick whiskers, bowing at the waist.


“I am called Guthrie the Lame, sir
Knight,” he said. 


 Guthrie gestured at the man by
his side.


“I never learned this fellow's
given name, but he is called Toad,” he said.


The little man grinned at them,
especially Aven.


“Toad?” said Bruno.


“He's little,” said Guthrie “and
much like his namesake, you can walk right by him in the woods and never spot
him.”


“Why don't you know his real name?”
said Hector.


“An account of he can't talk,”
said Guthrie.


“He can't write it down for you?”
said Aven.


“No,” said Guthrie “on account of
he can't read.”


“A pleasure to meet you both, I am
sure,” said Crown wryly.


“Lead on, Guthrie and Toad,” said
Bruno with a grin “let us see what can be done about your dragon problem.”


 “Sir Bruno...” said Hector,
glancing at Crown.


“Twelfth duty, squire,” said
Bruno.


“Twelfth duty?” said Crown.


“Slaying dragons,” said Hector
with a sigh. “You know, you are not even allowed to be afraid of fighting them?”


“The Templar order is possessed of
a strange mind set,” said Crown.


“Aye,” said Hector “one of their
favorite percepts is “He who rides into battle expecting to live will surely
die, while he who rides into battle expecting to die will truly live.”“


“Not my philosophy,” said the
Assassin with a grin.


“I suppose you would flee if
things turned dire,” said Hector with a scowl.


“No, my dear boy,” said Crown
after a chuckle. “I would simply endeavor to not ride into a battle in the
first place. If I have a fast horse, you can be sure I will be riding away
from battle and not into it!”


The Gray Death laughed heartily as
the procession made its way into the woods.
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Chapter 12


Squinting his eye in
the bright sunlight as it splashed off the waves, Seamus felt the salty spray
on his cheeks. He was on the deck of a small cargo ship named Forever Lucky.
While Stella had loudly protested being aboard any ship with such a fate
tempting name, Lobo had insisted that it would sound fine in a song, and Seamus
had decided to book passage aboard just to aggravate the little wizard.


Seamus was no sailor, but he had
found that he adapted well to the rolling deck of the ship. Stella had not been
so fortunate, and had spent her first night aboard draped over the railing,
emptying the contents of her stomach. The wizard was doing better now, as he
saw her making her way across the deck towards him. She was nearly knocked over
by a pair of sailors as they rushed to make some adjustment that the captain
insisted was urgent but looked minor to Seamus's eyes. Squatting down on the
deck, she groaned and held her head in her hands. She used the railing as a
backrest and stared miserable up at the azure sky.


“Where's your bird?” she said.


“In my cabin below,” said Seamus “Roikza's
the type of girl that prefers the evening time.”


“I'm the type that prefers solid
land,” she said “how much longer till we are done with this foolishness?”


“We should be reaching Cesaro
sometime tomorrow,” said Seamus “it is a charming city-”


“Tomorrow?” said Stella, fixing
him with a groan. “I cannot sleep aboard this ship, Seamus! I cannot! I'm going
mad, mad I tell you!”


She grabbed him by the tunic and
shook him. He laughed and used his forearms to break the grip.


“Relax, love,” he said “it'll all
be over soon.”


“That line may work with the horse
faced tavern wenches you plow,” said Stella “but it doesn't help me at all.”


She levered herself to her feet
and strode away from him, looking a bit pale even as he focused on her naked,
wriggling ass. He cut off his angry retort, thinking he may be a bit testy if
he had not slept in so long. Besides, he didn't want to screw Stella when she
was sick. She might throw up on him. There would be time to punish her later.


He thought to the bag literally
bulging with coin in his quarters. The Port Gar council had been quite
generous, paying him over five thousand gold for his efforts. He had left a
good deal of it with several banks, and had given Murdoch five hundred and
Stella two hundred. Lobo had received, as of yet, nothing from the dragon
slayer, but neither had he asked for anything.


Seamus's brow wrinkled as he
wondered about the minstrel. Stella was clearly smitten with him, but Lobo
rebuffed her advances, albeit politely. If the big man had not known better, he
would have thought that the blonde haired slender fellow had amorous thoughts
towards himself. Often the musician would find him aboard the ship and pump him
for details of his life, ostensibly for the epic he was writing. Still, Seamus
felt as if he leaned a bit too close, laughed a bit too quickly at the big
man's infrequent attempts at humor.


As if summoned by his thoughts,
the minstrel arrived on deck. He was wearing flowing, blouse like garments as
he always did. Seamus mused that he probably did so too hide his scrawny body
from the women who seemed to swoon in his path. The thought had a smile on his
face, which Lobo misinterpreted as an invitation to join him at the rail.


“How fare you this day, dragon
slayer?” said Lobo, leaning up against the rail. Seamus turned to face the sea,
mystified as always by the lack of land in sight.


“Just getting some fresh air,
Lobo,” he said. “You know, enjoying the quiet?”


“Say no more,” said Lobo
apologetically “I shall disturb you no further. I will merely sit here and
enjoy the quiet with you.”


“Don't go through the trouble,” mumbled
Seamus.


“What?” said Lobo. “Oh, right,
quiet time.”


They sat that way for several
minutes, Seamus studiously ignoring the musician. In time, Lobo began to hum,
very low, but for some reason it grated on the big man's nerves.


“Could you stop that?” said
Seamus.


“Stop what?” said Lobo with a
grin. Seamus wanted to slap his smooth, hairless jaw.


“You were humming,” he said,
forcing himself not to shout.


“Oh,” said Lobo “was I? I don't
think I was humming.”


“You were definitely humming,”
said Seamus.


“I don't think so,” said Lobo,
turning his big blue eyes upon him. “Maybe you heard the deck of the ship, as
it sometimes groans under the weight of the waves.”


“It was you,” said Seamus in
irritation, standing up straight to face the smaller man. “You, and you alone,
who was humming.”


 “Well, if I was,” said Lobo,
spreading his arms wide “I am sorry.”


 “Okay then,” said Seamus “because
you were humming.”


 “If you insist,” said Lobo.


“Not because I insist,” said
Seamus. “Because you were.”


 “I am agreeing with you that I
may have hummed,” said Lobo.


“You are irritating the piss
out of me!” shouted Seamus, seizing the man by his biceps and lifting him from
his feet. The minstrel felt light as a feather in his arms, as if he were
scooping up a child or a woman.


“All right, Seamus,” said Lobo
with a grin, as if the reaction was exactly what he had been hoping for “I was
humming. I concede the point. Put me down please.”


Seamus complied, and set the
minstrel none too gently on his feet.


“You're strong,” said Lobo, squeezing
his arms and wincing.


“Real men,” said Seamus “aren't
afraid to do some honest labor once in a while! You cannot get arms like these
by strumming all day, you know.”


 “I suppose not,” said Lobo,
looking with admiration at Seamus's muscular arms, which made the man wish for
long sleeves. “Often have I seen you of late, practicing thrusts with your
sword on the deck in the early hours of the morning.”


“I was never a great swordsman,”
said Seamus with a shrug “and losing three fingers hasn't helped any. I need to
be able to defend myself.”


“And slay a dragon,” said Lobo “will
the spear you have wrapped up in your cabin truly resist the ravages of the
dragon's blood?”


 “The smith Daveed swore that it
would,” said Seamus. “I hope the shield is as sturdy, or my career will be very
short.”


“Aye,” said Lobo “hunting the same
dragon twice. I wonder if you can finagle a double payment out of that...”


“I seek to finish what I started,”
said Seamus “no more, and no less.”


Lobo stared into his hard eye and
nodded.


“You are driven,” he said “more
driven, more...passionate than other men, though you keep it bottled up inside.
I will go, and trouble you no further good Seamus.”


As the man strode sinuously away,
Seamus cocked an eyebrow. He was not certain, but he felt as if the minstrel
had been testing him somehow, and had passed.


“Hooray,” said Seamus, burying his
face in his hands “I suppose now he'll be wanting to hang around and write a
sequel!”
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Thurston spent three days in
agony, expecting, and hoping for, death. His flame ravaged flesh bore no
resemblance to his former manhood. His shaft had been burned down to a nub,
with a blistered slit that caused him horrific pain when his body forced urine
out of it. His testes had not been spared, having burned so badly the village
physicker had no choice but to sever the tiny shreds of tissue holding them on
his body.


The mayor now lay on his back,
staring up at the face of the physicker. He was an older man, having once
served in the Amber wars during his apprenticeship. The old fool was trying to
cheer him up, going on about how Thurston could still live a full, long life
without his privates.


“It is not as if you lost an arm,
a leg, or even an eye,” said the physicker, putting a hand on Thurston's arm. “Why,
when you get to my age nothing works right down there anyway. You will learn to
adapt to these changes my boy.”


 “Stop your prattling,” said
Thurston, his rasping voice filled with ice. “How many have you told, old man?”



“What now?” said the medicine man,
cocking his head to the side.


“How many have you told that
Thurston Taal is no longer a man,” he said. “Your wife? Your grandchildren? How
many tongues now wag about the village? How many stifled chortles and pitying
gazes must I endure?”


“I have told no one, just as you
bade me,” said the physicker. “Being angry is normal, boy, you must-”


Thurston lunged out of bed,
wrapping his hands around the old man's spindly throat. The physicker gasped
for air, his hands clawing at the mayor's wrists. With cold blooded ruthlessness,
Thurston ignored the red weal’s scraped along his skin as the old man's eyes
grew glassy.


“You know,” he said “I think you
are right. Being a eunuch is not making killing you any more difficult.”


 The physicker's hands went limp,
his voice choked off forever. Thurston dropped the man to the floor and set
about getting dressed. His course of action was clear. The Allfather had spared
his life that he may find the abomination that ruined him and send her to the
fires of the Inferno.


He left the old man where he lay,
not caring about the wrath of mortal authorities.


After all, what could they do to a
man with nothing to lose?


Leaving the physicker's hut, he
stood in warm sunshine that seemed to mock his condition with its cheerfulness.
Yes, the sun would continue to shine, birds would continue to sing in the
branches, and folk would go about their lives as before, while he was forced to
live as half a man.


A sudden flash of inspiration hit
him. He remembered the old fool Davros calling Father Cornelius Bruce. Asked
where his eye patch was...


Circling around the back of the
physicker's hut, he headed for the priest's residence. He severed the thin
leather curtain blocking the empty doorway and went inside. The domicile was
neat and tidy, and a cursory search turned up nothing of note. He tossed the
man's clothes to the floor as he emptied the battered old dresser. Finding
nothing but bare wood, he angrily shoved the drawer back so he might check the
one below it. So violent was his motion that the drawer went in crookedly and
cracked, still jutting about halfway open. Thurston tried in vain to shove it
in all the way, then swore in frustration as he could not remove it either. Seizing
it with both hands, he put one foot against the drawer below and yanked with
all his might.


He ended up on his arse, the
drawer flung over his head to crash against the wall. Cursing loudly, the
gingerly rose to his feet, his burned loins causing him great agony. He glanced
over at the damnable object which had caused his injury, splintered on the
floor. Something glinted in the sunlight amid the shards, something that looked
like coin...


Falling to his knees, his pain
momentarily forgotten, he dug through the remains of the drawer and pulled up a
spool of silver thread. He unwound a bit of it, amazed at how the priest could
leave behind something worth so much money. Putting the strand in his mouth, he
bit into the surface to test if it was truly silver and not some other metal.


He dropped the spool to the floor,
which unwound as it spiraled through the air, when the length in his mouth lit
up brightly. In a panic he tried to extract it, finding that it seemed to be
fused to his tongue.


“Allfather, forgive me!” he
wailed. “I did not seek to rob a priest! I did not!”
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Many miles away, in Fort Drakken,
Roland sat at his great desk, stacks of parchments neatly arranged in six
piles. He was sweating, his head thrown backwards to rest upon the back of his
padded chair. A low groan escaped from his thin lips, and his body shuddered. He
dabbed at the sweat on his brow with a handkerchief. A sudden scowl crossed his
face and he reached his hand below the desk.


“You are not finished yet,” he
said harshly.


“But I am, lord, I have received
your-” came the muffled feminine voice below the desk.


“Quiet now,” he said, cutting her
off in more ways than one. “I have a better use for your mouth than speaking...”


His eyes were half lidded once
more, and he began to relax against the chair. Suddenly his eyes widened, and
he sat up straight, causing a ruckus below the desk. He stared hard at the
silver spool on his desk, now possessed of a dull reddish glow.


“What is wrong, my lord?” said the
pretty young servant clambering out from under the desk.


“Nothing,” he said “leave me now,
I have something important to do.”


“I live to serve,” she said,
giving his exposed member a playful slap on the way out. He scowled up at her
as she skipped out the door. Making himself modest, he sat back in his chair
and unwound a bit of the spool. 


“Let us see why you have delayed
so in carrying out your task, Crown.” he said, putting the strand in his mouth.
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“Hello?” came the voice that
seemed to come from everywhere at once to Thurston. “Crown, is that you, man?”


“Who's there?” said Thurston,
sprawling about on his hands and knees. “Where are you? Come out where I can
see you!”


“You're not Crown,” said the
voice. “I know not who you are, fool, but the spool you have is property of the
king!”


“I did not take it from the king,”
said Thurston, finally convinced that he was not speaking one on one with the
Allfather. “I took it from a priest.”


“The priest,” said the voice “serves
the crown. What has become of him?”


“I know not,” said Thurston “he
has fled Ravensford, along with the black knight and his faerie wench, or he
has been slain and lies in the woods.”


“I see,” said Roland, grinning
back in his office. “Perhaps you could assist me, friend. Opportunities like
this do not come along very often, I assure you. Would you like to serve the
king, my good man?”


“What kind of rewards can you
offer me?” said Thurston.


“Coin, prestige, the backing of
the royal army should you need it,” said Roland.


“What must I do?” said Thurston.


“Be the eyes and the ears of the
king,” said Roland. “Find out what things are said and done when folk believe
they are far beyond our sight.”


“Who are you?” said Thurston. “You're
not the king, surely.”


 “I don't think you need to know
who I am just yet,” said Roland smugly. “We shall see how useful you are first.”


“Useful?” said Thurston, sneering.
“Would you like to know that there is a rebel camp not far from here?”


“That is actually known to us,”
said Roland “though we are not aware of the exact location-”


“I have been to it, seen it with
my own eyes, touched its stone walls with my own hands,” said Thurston.


“This is the beginning,” said
Roland “of a beautiful working relationship.”


Thurston grinned, his eyes cold
and hard.
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Oblittero ran his hand down the
flank of Sabia, his new favorite. She whimpered around the hard metal bit he'd
shoved in between her teeth and pulled away from his touch. Snagging a handful
of her hair, he yanked her back to him.


“Not so fast, my pet,” he purred. Nearby,
his hell Pony team stood hobbled to a tree. The slender blonde pawed the ground
with her hoof shaped boot, jealous of the attention his new mare was getting.


Oblittero bit her nipple, hard
enough to hurt. Sabia struggled with the leather sheath which bound her arms up
painfully behind her shoulder blades, but there was no give. Oblittero ran his
tongue around the tortured teat before biting even harder. A scream tore from
Sabia's throat fit to wake the dead, and he grinned as her nipple was distended
beyond belief.


At last he released her, only to
clamp his jaws around her other teat. Sabia sobbed, fat tears rolling down her
face. A bit of snot dripped out of her nose and landed on Oblittero's purple
sleeve.


“You stupid slut!” he said,
slapping her hard enough to draw blood at her lip. “You got your damn filth on
me! I know you did it on purpose!”


Oblittero threw her off of him,
his cock exiting her pussy with a lewd wet noise. Cursing, he cast a minor
glamour that summoned a whip made of shadowstuff. It wouldn't cut the flesh,
but it hurt worse than being hit with a drawbridge chain. He laid it across her
still swollen and hurting nipples and relished the agony in her eyes.


“Oh, yes!” he cried, whipping her
harder. “Do cry out, but with more FEELING!”


Sabia wept, screamed, and
strained, but she could not escape the lash of the whip. Oblittero never missed
his targets, and his targets were only the most vulnerable parts of her body. When
it licked against her swollen, dripping wet clit, she nearly passed out.


“Oh, no you don't!” Oblittero
growled. He folded his hand in half, then rapidly extended it while saying
words of power forgotten to all but a few. Sabia found herself perking up, her
senses returned to her. “You don't get to faint to avoid your punishment. Oh
no, not with my magic at my behest...”


Oblittero lashed her a dozen more
times for good measure, before spitting in her face.


“That should teach you to besmirch
my robes,” he muttered. “Now, let's see how Bruno and his friends are doing...”


He cast a remote viewing spell and
folded his hands together eagerly while he awaited the results.


“So,” Oblittero said as he watched
Bruno and his chums “they have come across the last works of Banabas. Well, I
doubt the Drogs will eat them all. SOME of them will make it back to Fort
Drakken and serve as a suitable distraction while I research a spell to snare a
dragon queen. Yes, it's all working out just perfectly...”


Oblittero's mad laughter echoed
through the forest, and his Hell Ponies could only stomp and whimper,
respectively.
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THE END










Dramatis Personae


Bruno Cromwell: Black Templar,
legendary hero and adventurer. 


Hector Brandywine: Bruno's
squire.


Crown/Gray Death: Imperial
Assasin, student of human behavior.


Aven of Still Hollow/Allison:
A half faerie maid. Lover of Bruno.


Lily: Hector's slave girl.


Thora: Local girl enslaved by
Aven.


Thurston: Mayor of
Ravensford, enemy of Aven and Bruno


Duncan Davros: Former first
sword of house Mannix, now rebel leader.


Lord Mannix: Nobleman,
fencer, and father of Katherine.


Katherine of Mannix: Noble
lady who often displeases her father. Former lover of Bruno.


Madame Letwatt: Disciplinarian
employed by Lord Mannix. Keeps Katherine in check.


Roland: Seneschal for King
Drakken.


King Drakken: Supreme monarch
of the North, lately baiting dragons.


Seamus: Dragonslayer,
swindler, and hero.


Stella Pendragon: A wizard
who has a spellbook with a mind of its own. Lately enslaved by Seamus, who
refuses to allow her clothing.


Oblittero the Adequate: Wizard
of some repute, master of Pony Girls and diddler of their lady parts.
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Kristine was born the youngest child in a large family in
St. Louis, Mo. Left to her own devices by an absent father and a sickly mother,
she delved deep into the darkest parts of her own psyche. It is from this dark
wellspring that her stories flow. She likes heavy metal music, Caesar salads,
and sex sex sex!!!


I’d love to hear from you; leave me a message on my blog at: KristineLichtlider.wix.com/KLauthor










Taboo Exotica


If you enjoyed ‘Honor Bound’ and like extra-taboo BDSM
themed erotica, then you will also want to read ‘I, Demon Slave’ which
features a lust demon who must grab the soul of an Earther to serve the war
against the Seraphim. She takes his virginity & ensnares his heart, but
doesn’t count on her own... ‘I, Demon Slave’ is available at Lot’s Cave
now, your Family Exotica eBook source.
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Kristine Lichtlider’s I, DEMON SLAVE


Available at Lot’s Cave


(Description)


Empusa, an Erinyes, is a creature of passion and lust who
must grab the soul of an Earther to serve the demon’s war against the Seraphim.
The Earther is more than he seems, at times harsh, others gentle. She takes his
virginity and easily ensnares his heart. What she didn’t count on is the
reverse would also come true, waking her long dormant heart to her submissive
desires.


(Excerpt)


There's a sensation of moving through mud, like my body is
both infinitely heavy and weightless all at once. Then I'm thrust out the other
side, taking in the differences of Earth; The slightly higher gravity, the lack
of ash in the air you breathe.


And the cold. I cover up my naked form with my arms and
wings, shivering.


The robed figure stands stunned. I do believe he's stopped
breathing. Slowly I unfurl my wings and do my best to look impressive. I'm
standing on a pentagram drawn with ram's blood. Only ram's blood will do,
because of some loophole in demonic law. As long as I'm in the pentagram, I'm
technically under his power. I have to answer any questions he has, and use my
powers to the best of my ability at his command. However, there's not much one
can do within a circle, and here lies the con of demonic summoning.


The summoner thinks he is in control, and can make pacts
with the demons he summons. However, these pacts are open to interpretation,
often to the detriment of the foolish mortal who made them. Once, for example,
a soldier summoned a Baalor to 'watch his back' in combat. The Baalor did just
that—he watched while his back was stabbed three times.


However, I've been instructed to play it straight with this
boy. Man, really, I see as he doffs his hood. I'm faced with a handsome, high
cheek-boned specimen of adulthood. Even beneath his robe—which is of authentic
goat's fur, I note—I can tell he's physically fit. That, combined with him
being rich should make him too busy with the ladies to bother with something as
involved as demonic summoning.


“Who has summoned Empusa, Mistress of Hell?”


“I, Ron Williams, Master sorcerer, have summoned thee,” he
says, waving his arms. “I beseech thee and command thee to bend thy demonic
might for my will.”


“Look, son, you don't have to talk like that,” I say,
suppressing a giggle.


“I—uh, of course I don't!” He points his finger at me. “I
would make pact with you, demon!”


“Ah, yes, a pact.” I lean forward, leering at him, until I
come close to the invisible barrier separating us. It glows a dull red. “And
what are the terms of this pact?”


Smugly, he withdraws a scroll from inside the robe.


“I, Ron son of Job, hereby immediately and for a period of
no more than one hundred years, bind this demon as my slave. She will obey me
in all things, and serve me in all things.”


The scroll bursts into flames, which I don't think he was
expecting. I'm laughing hysterically while he runs about his living room,
waving the burning sleeves of his robes. Finally he drags the garment off and
tosses it into his bathtub.


“Stop laughing at me,” he says. I stop, though I still
snicker. “Come out of the pentagram.”


“I cannot appear on Earth in my True Form. I must needs
adopt a mortal form.”


“Then adopt one.”


“So be it.”


I close my eyes and imagine myself as I appear in my true
form. Slowly, I make changes, taking away my horns, my wings, and my hooves,
straightening my legs, and lightening my skin. Then I say the word of power,
and I am transformed.


I look much like I did when I died at the tender age of
22—except, of course, that I'm naked. As I step over the line of blood, I can
see him licking his lips as he examines my body.


“Does it meet with Master's approval?”


He flinches like I've struck him. Swallowing, he looks
squarely at my breasts and then my eyes.


“What did you just call me?”


“Master.”


He closes his eyes tightly.


“Say that again.”


I’m sure you’ve heard of students selling their souls to pay for
school, but would you like to hear about a particularly interesting client...!?
Read ‘I, Demon Slave’, available at Lot’s Cave now.










BDSM Erotica


If you enjoyed ‘Honor Bound’ and like extra-taboo BDSM
themed erotica, then you will also want to read ‘Kidnapped, Trained, and Mad
as Hell’ which features Svetlana who is tough as nails. But can she survive
a brutal program designed to make any woman into a wanton pain slut?... ‘Kidnapped,
Trained, and Mad as Hell’ is available at Lot’s Cave now, your Family
Exotica eBook source.
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Kristine Lichtlider’s KIDNAPPED, TRAINED,
AND MAD AS HELL


Available at Lot’s Cave


(Description)


Elite Russian agent, Svetlana Breshnev, is a feared woman.
Trained in wetworks, she is a Spetznaz, trained to kill with any weapon or her
bare hands. Taken off assignment in the Ukraine because of 'unpatriotic'
opinions, she is left to her own devices.


An old friend contacts Svetlana, informing her that an
ex-boyfriend has gone missing while investigating a human trafficking ring.
Svetlana has no choice but to allow herself to be taken captive and serve her
captors sadistic needs while searching for clues about her missing ex. Svetlana
is tough as nails, but can she survive a brutal program designed to make any
woman into a wanton pain slut?


(Chapter 1)


My fingers are rapidly going numb, exposed to the chill wind
as I use my hand to keep my long coat shut tight. It's been a long time since
I've been in Moscow at Winter, and it's just as cold as I remember. Maybe
colder.


I can see the lights of the Kremlin in the distance,
beautiful at night. The outside appearance doesn't even hint at the nest of
vipers within. I savor my anger, because I'm frozen half to death and it helps
keep me warm like a shot of vodka.


Not for the first time since I began my midnight sojourn, I
wished for a car. The problem is my own vehicle is so obviously a government
car that I can't use it. Not for this kind of work. No, the people I'll be
seeing tonight would not respond well to government intrusion. I suppose it's
for the best that this is a freelance gig, after a fashion.


I turn a corner and am blasted by a strong gust that
threatens to tear the fabric from my hand. Stubbornly I hang onto it, and am
able to make out my destination through the tears brought on by the frigid air.
A tacky neon sign depicting a woman with bare breasts buzzes in the night.
Stepping over what might be a passed out drunk or a dead drunk—it's hard to
tell with an inch of snow over him—I arrive at the front door.


The doorman peers out of a tiny rectangle set high in the
heavy steel door. One look at me and he's swinging it open wide. I'm not
exactly dressed like a stripper, in my sturdy black khakis and turtleneck
sweater, not to mention my sensible shoes, but what other kind of woman would
be knocking on their door at this hour?


Indeed, he seems to have mistaken me for someone else,
swaddled in winter clothes as I am.


“Dmitri wants you waiting tables until one, then you're set
to go on stage,” he holds a hand out for my coat. Such a gentleman. Too bad I
can't respond in kind.


As soon as my furry hat comes off my head, his eyes widen in
surprise. His mouth opens, chest swells as he prepares to raise an alarm. Using
the ridge of my left hand, I pop him once across the trachea. It's not hard
enough to shatter his windpipe, but he won't be singing drinking songs for the
rest of the night.


My knee crushes his testicles against his pelvis, and once
he's doubled over from that attack I send him into unconsciousness with a knife
hand chop across the back of his head. Stepping over a prone body for the
second time that night, I enter the club itself.


The music's loud, a thudding bass that I can feel in my
belly. Eyes turn toward me, mostly aglow with lecherous intent. I've been told
that I'm beautiful, but of course a woman never really believes that. Just
under six feet tall, I'm taller than most men when I'm in heels, with long
blonde hair I keep in a braid most of the time. After I was done with my
Spetznas training, I vowed never to cut it again. My features are considered
fine, delicate even, with the pale white skin of my Lithuanian heritage. Add in
the fact that I keep myself in quite good shape for a woman in her late
thirties and I suppose I might be enticing to an inebriated individual.


I elbow my way past a couple of would-be suitors and belly
up to the bar. The barkeep, a massive man built like a tree stump with legs,
flicks his eyes over me. In an instant he deduces that I don't belong there.


He plays it cool, though.


“What's your poison, Tovarisch.?” He says with a thick
Croatian accent.


“Vodka, and a beer chaser,” I say, adding a smile. For the
time being, I'll let him believe I am unaware I've been made.


“Come to Moscow often?” He asks, offering me a cigarette. I
take it in my still-tingling fingers, noting the smooth, rich aroma. This pack
probably cost more than a week's worth of kerosene. I lean forward and allow
him to light it for me. The smoke drifts toward the ceiling, making lazy
progress until it's caught in a draft from a vent. Then it's blown into
oblivion.


“Not in the winter,” I say and we both laugh.


“You looking for work?” Of course, that would be a logical
reason for me to be there, but I'm growing impatient. Also, I don't much care
for strippers and don't want to pretend to be one even for a moment. Seriously,
I have less respect for them than I do for hookers. At least the prostituki give
you what you pay for.


“No,” I say, still smiling. I take a long drag on my
cigarette, blow the smoke pointedly in his face, and lean on my elbows. “Actually,
I'd kind of like to speak to Sikorski.”


He flinches as if I've slapped him. Even those denizens of
Moscow who have the courage and the need to meet with a member of the mob
wouldn't be so obvious about it. I've crossed a line, and will probably have to
hurt people soon, but that's all right.


I hate mobsters more than I do strippers.


“Just a minute,” he says. Then he turns to a barmaid in a G-string
and whispers in her ear. Wiping off his hands, he doffs his apron and comes
around to my side of the bar. “I'll take you to him.”


Now I know I'm being set up. A long time ago, when I was
just out of basic training, I remember learning how to make lighting quick
assessments based on quick and subtle observation. Thus, I can tell by the way
the barkeep swings his arms wide at his sides that he's wearing a gun at his
belt. He doesn't seem nervous, which means he's either a real pro or he's
underestimating me because I'm a woman. Ridges of scar tissue along his
knuckles say he's not afraid to get into fisticuffs.


I follow him through a long, narrow hallway, shrouded in
smoke. I can hear people coughing behind the curtains that line the hall, and
smell the thick acrid smoke of their opiates. At the end of the hall is a set of
double doors. He pushes them open, and then stands sideways so I can move past
him.


The interior is posh, with thick blue carpets and matching
velvet drapes. Four men sit around a highly polished table, playing American
poker. They glance up at us, eyes narrow and cunning.


“Where's Sikorski?” I say, putting my chin in my hand
thoughtfully, while I cradle my elbow with my other hand. It looks like a
non-threatening, passive posture, but I can get my hands into guard position
instantly if need be.


“Sikorski is a busy man,” says the barkeep. The doors thud
shut, and the men carefully fold up their hands and lay them face down on the
table. “How about if we keep you company a while, eh little princess?”


I can feel my eyes narrow. No one, and I mean no one, calls
me princess.


Barkeep moves up behind me, clapping a hand on my shoulder.
Without turning, I drop my hand to my side and grab his nutsack in a crushing
grip. When one has cultivated power in one's hands that allow for the crushing
of walnuts between thumb and forefinger—as I have—this is a most effective
maneuver. I add a vicious twist and pull, then release him to crumple
whimpering on the floor.


His fellows are up and moving, chairs hitting the carpet
with muffled thuds. The first man to stretch his hand toward my throat ends up
with a compound fracture of his thumb. Another rushes in behind him and I bend
at the waist, allowing him to slam into my shoulder. I use his own momentum and
straighten up, flipping him over my head to smash through a glass coffee table.
It explodes into a thousand glittering crystal shards.


I take a pretty solid right cross to the jaw, but roll with
it and somersault across the carpet. I angle my path so when I unfold to my
feet I'm in the perfect position to crack the fourth card player with an
uppercut to the chin that drops him cold.


The man who struck me manages to grab me, pinning my arms to
my sides from behind. I snap my head back, relishing the wet crunch as his nose
crumples like foil. His hands drop away, and I finish him off with a reverse
crescent kick, snapping his head to the side.


The man with the broken thumb is in the best condition, so I
drag him to his feet and slam him back first on the card table. Money and
alcohol go spilling onto the carpet as I persuade him that silence isn't always
golden.


In short order, he leads me up a twisting staircase to the
top floor. My boot smashes the locked mahogany doors open, peppering the carpet
with splinters.


Sikorsky looks up, and his eyes narrow in recognition. He
puts a hand on the behemoth man's arm next to him, and the latter stops
reaching for his pistol.


“Well, well, well,” he says, grinning though I can tell he's
quite nervous. “Look what came in from the cold.”


“Mr. Sikorsky,” says the big man, looking back and forth
between us, brow furrowed in confusion.


“It's all right, Viktor. She would only hurt you anyway.”


When Viktor looks dubious, Sikorsky laughs.


“You're in the presence of a living legend, Tovarisch. Meet
Svetlana Breshnev, the only woman to ever earn the Maroon cap.”


Now Viktor is gawking. Earning the Maroon cap involves
defending yourself—unarmed—from three determined attackers at the same time.
Attackers who have had the same training as you, an d—in my case—are much
larger and stronger. I allow myself to feel a little pride and even smile.


“What brings you to Moscow, my dear?” Sikorsky takes a cigar
out of a shiny silver case and neatly snicks off the end with a knife. The move
is supposed to intimidate, but I can see how his hands shake. “Last I heard, you
were dealing with that little temper tantrum the Ukrainians are throwing.”


I resist the impulse to glower. Being taken off assignment
was a sore spot for me. Yes, my mother was born in the Ukraine, but the Kremlin
knows I'll do my duty. I always have, and I always will. You see, the rest of
the world may think us boorish bullies, but the fact is they don't understand
Russia or its people. The level of toughness, of grit, that even the most mild
mannered of us develops requires a stern hand to rule over.


“I'm on a different assignment now,” I say, being bold
enough to perch my bottom on his desk. “And I've been told you are just the man
I need to see.”


Sikorsky takes a pull from the cigar and lets the smoke
linger in his mouth. When he blows it out, I can see a cunning light in his
eyes.


“So, what will it take this time?” He reaches in his desk
and I am on my feet in an instant. Smiling, he moves much more slowly and
allows me to see the item he withdraws: A large bundle of rubles held with a
rubber band. “Let me make you an offer; You walk out that door, and I buy you a
Porsche.”


“You can't bribe a Spetznas, Sikorsky.” I sit back down. “Relax.
I'm not interested in you or your 'activities' here in the Motherland. I'd
rather talk about your new friends in the human trafficking business.”


“What about them?” Sikorsky is still trying to play it cool,
but he's begun to sweat. His left hand tugs at the handkerchief in his blazer
pocket.


“An agent disappeared while investigating them. I want to
find him.”


Sikorsky's eyes light up, and he visibly relaxes.


“I will help you in any way that I can,” he says with an
oily sneer.


“You're agreeing awful easily,” I say, leaning on his desk
until my eyes are inches from his. “You know what I will do to you if you lie
to me, yes?”


He can't repress a shudder, and his bodyguard looks like a
lost little boy. We Spetznas have a certain reputation, and for the most part
it's deserved. After all, we've all been trained in how to torture people
without leaving a mark on their skin...


“I won't.” The conviction in his voice is almost comical,
and I allow myself to smile. “The truth is I'm only marginally involved. I only
provided a bit of security at the docks I own.”


“You mean, you took a cut,” I say. “I'm going to find our
man, Sikorsky, and if I can't I'm going to find out what happened to him. When
I do, I'd better be certain you had nothing to do with it.”


“I know better than to cross off a government agent.”
Sikorsky holds his hands up, palms facing out. “I'll tell you all I know, I swear
on Lenin's beard.”


“So tell me.”


I end up nibbling on some peanuts in a glass bowl during his
tale. It seems that there are a number of differences between this human
trafficking ring and others I've dealt with. Usually, the women abducted are
drug addicts, homeless, or the disenfranchised. They're not so much held
captive with physical restraints as they are by logistics. Often, they're taken
to a country where they can't speak the native language, thousands of miles
from their home. Thus, the captives grow to depend on their captors, and to
most people's eyes would seem free to come and go as they saw fit.


This bunch is not fitting into the status quo. For one
thing, the women who go missing come from all walks of life; Housewives,
students, lawyers, and secretaries. Also, they tend to sell their captives to
just one client, who keeps them for life, instead of pimping them out on the
streets.


“They're not human,” says Sikorsky, adding stiff shot of
vodka for emphasis. “When I was at the docks, I saw inside their cargo. The
women were bound and chained like animals, and looked as happy as if they were
headed off to the slaughterhouse. I was glad when they moved their operation
out of our fair country.”


“So where have they gone?”


“Where the police are incompetent, and the governance soft
and stupid,” he says with a shrug.


“And where would that be?”


“America, of course,” he says with a laugh.


* * * *


I'm on the next red-eye to the states. I call in a few
favors and get to fly what we call 'government' class. Basically, I'm not
searched before boarding, so all of my nasty surprises are still stowed safely
away inside my clothes. Also, when we arrive at the states, I shuffle off the
plane disguised as the baggage crew. Since I'm not on an official assignment, I
can't rely on the Kremlin covering for me, and have to enter the country
illegally.


The info I got from Sikorsky has me in St. Louis. Using
cash, I buy a rusted Ford Tempo off a junk lot and fill up the tank. The brakes
need work, as they whine at every red light, and the upholstery has pet
stains—and smells—all over it, but the engine runs well enough.


I end up across the river in Illinois, driving up the old
River Road until I'm in a place called Madison County. It's a land of high
bluffs, dense trees, and limestone quarries. The people are friendly enough.
I've worked hard to speak English without an accent, and since my skin is snowy
white most of them accept me without batting an eye.


I rent an apartment in a run-down, shady subdivision, and
set to work. I picked this area for a reason. It's roughly in the center of a
spate of recent missing persons cases. Once again the victims seem to have
nothing in common other than being pretty women. Using a map of the area, I try
and extrapolate their methods.


Most of the women disappeared in the middle of their normal
routines. That would indicate that the traffickers have studied their victim's
habits for at least several days, if not longer. What's odd is that there are
no witnesses to any of the abductions. Then I consider the landscape, with so
many old dirt roads and dense copses of trees. I've made more important people
disappear with less to work with.


After I have a rough idea of where the traffickers are doing
their hunting, I begin the next phase. I have to get into character. These men
are professionals, from what Sikorsky told me, and they would likely spot a
Spetznas just by the way we carry ourselves. It's hard, much harder than the
prep work I've done so far. Years of honing my muscles to obey lethal purposes
does not yield nonchalance.


It takes a couple of hours, but soon I have my character
figured out. Svetlana Breshnev becomes Lana Brown, a student at the nearby
University, aficionado of all things fitness. I'm NOT about to let my toned,
supple body go to waste just for a role.


The next order of business is getting a routine so I can be
snatched out of it. I take a job at a local watering hole, putting up with
pinches and slaps on my bottom, but only as much as a willful American woman
would. My boss is an old railroad worker with no teeth and less common sense,
but he does play it relatively straight with me.


I go through all the motions of having a life. Setting up a
bank account under my false name, going to the gym on a rigid schedule five
nights a week, and spending time at the college.


Then boredom sets in. I'm at it for two weeks and there's
not even a hint that I'm being followed. I begin to think that maybe this was a
bad plan. There must be a lot of pretty young things out there, and I'm a fool
to think that I'd show up on the trafficker's radar in so large a pool of
potential victims.


It all changes one day during the third week when I notice
the tail. I doubt that anyone else could have detected them, because they
really are quite skilled. They follow my car, but always at least a block away,
riding in a nondescript black sedan. I can't get a good look at their faces, of
course, but I get the inkling I'm dealing with seasoned pros.


They follow me for another two weeks, to the gym, to school,
to work. I decide to make myself a little more vulnerable, and start jogging
early in the morning before the sun has risen. Still they don't make a move,
and I'm beginning to wonder if I've been made.


I'm at work when they finally set their plan in motion. The
local high school team has recently won their homecoming game, and spirits are
high. The streets of the small town I have taken residence in are packed with
people, jubilantly shouting, drinking, and mingling. Live bands play music on
almost every corner, while clowns toss out candy to the children. It's a
festive, manic night, alive with energy.


It's also the perfect environment to make someone disappear,
but not if I'm busing tables all night. I end up faking a sour stomach, which
doesn't go over well with my boss. After I vomit all over a table—a little bit
of ipecac syrup does the trick—he's more than willing to let me leave.


Once I'm free of work, I walk around the carnival-like
proceedings. I try to take dark alleys, and stay away from crowds, but there's
only so much of that you can do without rousing suspicion.


Then it occurs to me I can make myself even more vulnerable.
I stop in a dive bar and get on a mean drunk. It's risky, of course, to have
dulled reflexes, but I'm tired of waiting.


The man I'm searching for isn't just some simple agent. He's
a man I have known well, intimately, even. Boris's bright blue eyes and square
jaw come unbidden to my mind. For over ten years we've watched each other's
backs on ops.


When he wasn't at our annual pub crawl in Donetsk, I grew
concerned. Neither of us has ever missed a pub crawl, not in seven years. I
would be fool not to realize it's because of some leftover feelings from when
we were together, and often we end up spending the night together, only to part
in the morning.


I'm going to find him, no matter the cost. Even if we're not
in love anymore, I still owe him my life a dozen times over, and vice-versa.
And if the traffickers have killed him, well...


I am a wetworker, after all. He won't go to the grave
alone.


After stumbling out of the bar and down a back alley, I
finally hit paydirt. I have to fight my instincts when two shadows loom on the
pavement beneath my feet.


They're not as subtle as I thought. Each of them grabs me by
the arm and drags me behind a dumpster. I scream, kick, and fight, because
that's what they expect. My blows are clumsy, though, and ill-timed, since
that's also what they expect.


The two men are quite burly, an ax handle across the
shoulders, with hairy limbs knotted with muscle. I catch a glimpse of their
casual blue jeans and flannel shirts before I'm shoved up against a brick wall,
cheek scraping the rough surface.


As I scream and plead—the sounds of which don't carry far in
the festive night—they jerk my hands behind my back. A plastic zip tie soon
binds my wrists together. They pull it so tight it digs into my skin, nearly
drawing blood.


“Get her feet, her feet!” growls the man pressing my head
against the wall. He speaks English, but with an accent I believe to be Spanish.


“She's a feisty one!” The other man has red hair and a
goatee to match. I place his brogue as Irish, but then again he could be
Scottish. I could never tell those apart. He wraps a tree trunk-like arm around
my knees and holds me still while another zip tie links my ankles together.


“Let me go!” It's hard to yell without revealing my Russian
heritage, but I think I do all right. “Why won't someone help m—”


The Latino silences me, shoving a thick white bar towel into
my mouth. I gag, nearly retching, as it stretches my jaw apart and tickles the
back of my throat. A roll of duct tape is used to hold the packing in.


Irish grabs me around the waist and hurls my bound body into
a pile of cardboard boxes. Instantly he sits across my belly and produces a
knife, and I wonder if I've made a mistake and am about to be killed.


I wince as the knife slashes my top button free. I struggle
with sincerity as he uses the weapon to cut my garments from me one by one. As
each item of clothing, from my khaki pants to my shredded pink panties, hits
the ground, the Latino puts them into a plastic bag. My cell phone and wallet
are confiscated, disappearing into his pockets.


Barely able to breathe with my mouth obstructed and a heavy
man across my gut, I still try to struggle. When they started stripping me, I
got a bad feeling that they were going to sample their new merchandise on the
spot.


I'm not disappointed. Irish squeezes my nipples hard between
his fingers, eliciting a muffled yelp from my gagged mouth.


“Go watch the street,” he says to the Latino. By the speed
with which the younger man obeys, I figure Irish must be in charge. Then he
grins down at me, and I know exactly what he's planning. I was expecting this,
tried to steel myself for it as an inevitable aspect of being taken captive,
but now that the moment is upon me I find myself bucking wildly beneath him.


“Shh, shhh,” he says, caressing my cheek with the dull edge
of his knife. I shudder, pretending to be cowed, though I'm actually close to
panic. “Just relax, and you won't get hurt...too much.”


He stands up and doffs his pants. An impressive erection
nearly ten inches long lunges out at me, and I whimper. I'm expecting him to
cut my legs free, but he steps inside my knees and just forces them apart while
he sits down. My bound ankles now behind the small of his back, it's simple for
him to drag me by the hips until the head of his cock is warm against my twat.


I growl behind the gag when he pinches my clit. My wrists
jerk at the zip tie, drawing blood. If I could, despite Boris, I would free
myself right now and put an end to this. If I could.


I groan as he enters me, without preamble or lube. I'm not
in the mood, but my body's reactions take over and a shudder of pleasure erupts
from my abdomen and spreads like fire.


“There you go,” he says, caressing my hair almost gently. “It's
not so bad, is it? I do this a lot, my little tart. You'll be thanking me for
this cock in a week...”


He thrusts his hips into mine, and I feel the bulbous head
of his cock drive deep. Irish must trust his lackey, because he spares not a
glance to the mouth of the alley. His eyes are focused on me, mouth slightly
open as he grunts with exertion. Rough hands paw my firm breasts as I gurgle
behind the bar towel.


It's over mercifully quick. Irish's eyes roll back into his
head, his mouth twists, and he pulls his shaft out just before he pops. Hot,
sticky fluid stains my belly, running down between my legs.


“Sorry about the mess,” he says with a sneer “but we don't
want you getting pregnant...at least not until we have a buyer for the baby
lined up.”


There's no hiding the repugnance on my face, even with a gag
in my mouth. Irish laughs, enjoying my impotent rage.


I'm dragged to my feet. The Latino notices the fun is over
and comes back to assist. As the revelers party on a short distance away, they
prepare me for transport. A stout rope is used to glue my elbows together, then
run through the zip tie around my wrists. My hands are now bound to my waist,
completely useless. Then they slash my ankles free only to re-tie them with
cord. They leave about a foot between my ankles, so I can walk but not very
well.


I'm starting to wonder how they plan on sneaking me out of
the alley, since I don't see a vehicle anywhere, when Irish produces a brightly
colored vinyl cloth. It ends up being a clown costume, one of the kinds where
it appears as if the harlequin were walking on his hands at all times. An
ingenious way to hide my bound, naked body. After it's pulled over my head to
sweep the pavement by my feet, I can only see through a tiny rectangle.


Each of them grabs me by straps sewn into the clown suit,
and I'm dragged out into the street. Few people give us more than a passing
glance, though one child does come up before me and demand candy.


“Piss off, brat!” says the Latino. I can't see Irish's face,
but his tone sounds annoyed when he speaks.


“It's all right, little fellah.” I can hear the crinkling of
a wrapper, and then the boy bounds away.


“What was that all about?”


“Now that kid won't bitch about the mean clown who wouldn't
give him candy.”


“Oh. Right.”


After walking for a block, we pass a bonfire. Irish tosses
the bag with my clothes in it into the blaze. A white van door is slid back,
and I'm tossed inside on my belly. I struggle to a sitting position as I feel
the van jostled by their heavy forms in the front seat.


Then we're rolling along. I've met with success, of a sort.
I chew on my gag and flex my fingers in their bonds, trying to stay upbeat.


I'm coming Boris. I'm coming.


Svetlana is tough as nails, but can she survive a brutal program
designed to make any woman into a wanton pain slut?…! Read ‘Kidnapped,
Trained, and Mad as Hell’, available at Lot’s Cave now.
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