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The prisoner’s warm skin quivers under my palm.
I let my fingertips travel along his stomach, below his navel, until I reach the hollow of his hip.
When I’m torturing someone, I have a special sense—an instinct about where to cut them to cause the most exquisite agony.
Those spots of perfect pain are different for everyone. The tender skin between the toes. The back of the hand. The line of the breastbone. The heated flesh of the throat, or the soft hollow just behind the lobe of the ear.
Of course I could go for the obvious choices, the brutal ones—the removal of eyes, the breaking of bones, the severing of the genitals. But there’s a particular haunted keening sound that people make when they’ve permanently lost a body part they need for sight, procreation, or pleasure, and frankly I don’t like hearing it. It makes me sweat, kicks my pulse up.
It makes me feel something far too close to pity.
So I leave those dramatic choices to my father’s master inquisitor. I prefer to use implements like the tiny silver knife in my hand.
My father says I’m gifted in the art of pain. A fair assessment. I’m honored he’s given me the privilege of torturing this prisoner—a captain of Yurstin, our neighboring nation to the west and our greatest enemy. We’re at war with them—an everlasting standoff—the kind where we skirmish and retreat and no one ever wins. Lately the tensions have been higher and the battles bloodier.
Our two kingdoms share this small continent—barely a continent—and we’re forever shoving each other like sea lions on a slippery rock. Sometimes I wish we lived on one of the larger land masses. The biggest continent in our world contains wealthy nations like Ivris, Cheimhold, Brintzia, Terelaus, Bolcan, and the Confederation of Efhwen. Whenever I express my interest in that continent, my father grimaces and says, “More borders, more enemies.”
Enemies like the man lying before me.
Slowly I let my gaze travel the topography of my victim’s sculpted body—a warrior’s body, hard muscles swelling under smooth skin. I’ve set my marks on him already. He’s got a crimson line under his collarbone and one over his left bicep. The pink, puckered scar on his left pectoral—that wasn’t my doing. Where did he get it?
His neck is collared, but his tendons strain against the iron band. Every bit of him is taut and hard, awaiting the next influx of pain.
He’s blindfolded. I prefer not to see their eyes when I hurt them.
“Just do it,” he says. “Stop pussy-footing around.”
“Pussy-footing around,” I reply softly. “Is that what you were doing when you walked your entire company into a trap and got yourself captured? Where are your soldiers now, oh brave Captain? In a mass grave in the Grewold Pass, or so I’m told. Tumbled together in a pit, no funerals and no honors.”
His jaw hardens under dark two-day scruff. “Just shut up and cut me, bitch.”
“That’s ‘Princess Bitch’ to you.” I arch and poise my fingers so I have the perfect amount of control over the tiny silver blade. Then I begin to slice, following the slant of his hip muscle. I’ve always been partial to those V-shaped grooves on a well-cut man.
Blood beads along the line I’m creating as I conduct the careful separation of his skin. Only the top layers. Nothing too deep yet. Tormenting the nerves without spilling too much blood—that’s my specialty.
The longer the slit in his skin gets, the faster he breathes. He fears where I’m headed—to the part of him that’s currently concealed by a dark bit of cloth. Not that he deserves the privacy.
“Where is your king planning to attack us next?” I guide the tip of the knife with surgical precision, closer and closer to his groin.
“You think I’ll turn traitor to my country? To my king?”
“Everyone does, sooner or later.” I lift the knife and set it in the opposite hip groove. “You know where I’m going with this, Captain. Tell me what I want to know, or…” I let the last word float, while my knife slides toward his crotch again.
He has a matching set of angled cuts now, pointing to his penis. He doesn’t need to know that I won’t castrate him. He only needs to fear that I might.
He's beginning to sweat, and the sheen of moisture gives his skin a seductive glow. He is handsome, this one. Probably the best-looking victim I’ve had.
“Tell me everything you know,” I croon, teasing the dark swirls of hair on his lower belly. “Tell me, and you might get to live. And maybe I’ll let you keep this.” I tap the crumpled black cloth between his legs.
“I’ve heard of you, you know,” he says. “The cruel Second Princess of Thannira. Are you as ugly as the stories say?”
My knife hand twitches. “They say I’m ugly?”
“Ugly, violent, and frigid. What else could you be, at twenty-one, with no lovers or pleasure thralls? I suppose I should thank you for the blindfold so your hideous face doesn’t sear my eyes. Now your sister, the First Princess—she’s a rare beauty, I’m told. I’d like a look at her before I die. I don’t suppose you could call her down here?”
“Fuck you,” I whisper, and I shove my knife into his thigh.
He screams at the sudden shock of pain.
“Oh, hush,” I snap. “It’s just the meat, no vital blood vessels. You’ll live.” I jerk the weapon out again.
The door to the torture chamber bangs open. And I hear the voice of the person I hate most on this continent. My sister.
“Good gods, Ruelle,” she drawls. “Have you killed him already?”
My sister.
Oh, my beautiful, beautiful sister.
My clever sister. First-born. Beloved by all, though gods know why. She doesn’t even try for the people’s love—they just give it to her, as if she deserves it, as if she’s owed it.
She can chop a finger off a random market-goer for touching an item she wanted to buy, or have a young man beaten for ogling her maid instead of her—and still the people adore her. Worship her. Because she throws money at them, lures them with parties and pleasure. Because she can beat any man in a duel or a shooting match. Because she will be queen one day.
I am the Second Princess. Slim, small-breasted, with fine blonde hair. Compared to her luscious curves and glorious auburn curls, I look like a pale, sour ghost.
I haven’t learned to smile when people want me to.
Vienne smiles all the time. She is smiling now, her bright blue eyes shining at the sight of the prisoner.
“This is the Captain from Yurstin?” she exclaims. “Gods, he is beautiful! So much better than I expected. I feared he would be paunchy, or old, or terribly scarred, but this is perfect! Now if only he has a decent dick—”
She snatches away the cloth covering my victim’s crotch. The guards placed it there when they chained his arms and legs to the table, so this is my first glimpse of his equipment—long and thick, but not so large as to be daunting. To my surprise, he is partly erect.
“What have you been doing to him, you vile thing?” my sister asks. “You’re supposed to be torturing him, not tantalizing him.”
“I’ve done nothing but cause him pain!” I stare at the cock, which is stiffening noticeably. The prisoner’s jaw is clenched, his teeth compressed as if he’s willing himself not to react, and it isn’t working.
“Perhaps he’s charmed by my presence,” Vienne says, with a jaunty flounce of her shoulders. “He has a good piece, and he’s clearly sensitive. I’m going to claim him as my new pleasure thrall and take him along to Summerglee with me. Picture it—me, walking into the coastal palace, leading a Captain of Yurstin by collar and chain! No one will so much as glance at any of the other thralls when I have such a handsome, powerful new one. Once he’s been trained a bit, he’ll be worth three of my regulars. Let me know when you’re done with his torture session, so I can ask Padra for him. I must start his training as soon as possible. Summerglee is next week!”
She sweeps out of the room, followed by her two maids.
Once the door closes behind them, I begin swearing vehemently, punctuating each swear with a tiny cut along my victim’s shin.
“I guess you’re happy now,” I mutter, tossing the cloth over his privates again. “You get to live, and you get full access to my sister’s beautiful face. Your life will never be boring again, that’s for certain. She treats her thralls like kings or like dogs, depending on her mood, which can change from hour to hour.”
“What if I try to assassinate her and escape?” the prisoner grits out through my rhythmic cutting.
“You’ll be marked with a magical tattoo that prevents you from trying to escape, or from causing mortal harm to any member of the royal family.”
“Your kingdom has a tattoo mage?”
“Not a very good one,” I admit. “Her marks aren’t particularly powerful, and they tend to fade over time. But they work well enough for subduing muscular captives such as yourself, until you can be fully trained.”
“And this Summerglee,” he says. “What is it?”
Anger rolls inside me, anger at Vienne, at him, at everything. Vindictively I swipe the knife-tip across one of his perfect abs, and he grunts with pain.
“I can do whatever I want to you now,” I tell him. “If Padra agrees to give you to my sister, you’ll receive healing after this, so I can have as much fun as I like. They’ll heal your wounds, and then they’ll soap you up, shave you from jaws to balls. She’ll have them shave your head too.” A pity. I rather like his hair—It’s long and dark, rather lovely despite being tangled and dirty from the battle and the trip to my father’s palace.
“What is Summerglee?” he asks again.
“You are not interrogating me,” I point out, dragging the knife up his breastbone. “I am still interrogating you. You have to tell me everything you know about the upcoming offensives your king has planned, any cities or watchpoints he’s reinforcing with troops, how many ships he currently owns, and any other pertinent military information.”
“If I tell you about the fleet, will you tell—gods, woman, will you stop cutting into me for two seconds so I can speak? Damn you!”
Startled, I pause.
“Good.” He huffs out a breath. “Now, I’ll tell you about the fleet, if you tell me about Summerglee.”
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I call in a scribe to take notes while the Captain tells me about the Yurstin fleet. He mentions two watchpoints where reinforcements are being sent, probably in preparation for another incursion across the no-man’s-land between our kingdoms’ borders.
He’s being surprisingly communicative. I suppose he understands that there’s no escape for him now. He’ll spend the rest of his virile years as a fucktoy for my sister and her friends—and since he looks about twenty-four or so, his enslavement will be a long one. Unless she tires of him and kills him one day, out of sheer boredom. She’s done it before.
“Our bargain?” the prisoner reminds me.
“Wait outside.” I jerk my head at the scribe, and he scuttles out of the room.
The servants and citizens fear me almost as much as they fear my sister, but it’s a different flavor of terror. There’s a watchful revulsion in their eyes when I pass by. They don’t love and fear me—they despise and fear me. I have never been able to understand why. Nor do I care.
With the tip of my knife, I toy with edge of the Captain’s blindfold. “Summerglee happens every other year in this kingdom,” I tell him. “During the off years, there is Wintertryst. Both events are three-week celebrations of hedonism and lechery, which take place either at the seaside or in the snowy mountains, depending on the season. This year, Summerglee is being held at our beach palace in Oleyra, on the far eastern coast.”
I draw a long breath before continuing. I can smell the prisoner—body odor and sweat mixed with a raw, heavy musk. A deeply masculine smell, a warm animal smell that contrasts with the chilly, metallic odor of the torture room.
I almost lean closer to his skin, but I stop myself.
“Summerglee was created to bring the young nobles of Thannira together, to promote connection and harmony, to secure a stable future.” I deliver the memorized words in a monotone. I’ve heard them so many times from my father. “This will be its fifty-third year. All the young, unmarried people between the ages of twenty and thirty-five, of noble blood and in good standing with the crown, are invited to attend. They swim, play games, enjoy massages and salt baths, and visit each other’s beds. They also bring their pleasure thralls to share. There is lots of drinking, and some of them smoke hannas or take powdered cinnar.”
“You sound as if you despise the whole concept,” he says. “Have you never been allowed to go?”
“I was sick during Wintertryst last year,” I retort. “This will be my first year attending.”
And I will be overshadowed, as usual, by Vienne.
“But you have no thralls,” says the Captain. “For royals and nobles in my country, owning no thralls is a mark of disgrace. Is it not the same here in Thannira?”
I grip his jaw. “Hush, prisoner.”
But he is right. I have no pleasure thralls, while the Captain will be Vienne’s ninth. For nobles of our age, the number of pleasure thralls one owns is a measure of status and popularity. The more healthy, personable, well-trained, and beautiful the thralls are, the greater the glory to their master or mistress.
And the importance of thralls goes beyond personal pleasure or public status. Thralls are traded or briefly shared in exchange for political favors, for alliances, to confirm bonds of friendship that last for decades.
“I do not need a thrall,” I say firmly. “I plan to spend the three weeks of Summerglee keeping to myself—swimming, rock-climbing, doing some archery. I will steer clear of the orgies, the thrall-sharing, and the bed-swapping shenanigans.”
My father and the other noble parents smile indulgently on those activities or even encourage them, claiming that such intimacy promotes loyalty, friendship, and a stronger national bond. Thanks to the wide use of contraceptive tonics, no babies have resulted from the events. A small mercy, I suppose.
“It sounds as if your summer will be a delight,” the Captain says dryly. “I suppose you’d better inform your sister that she can take possession of me now. I won’t be giving you any additional military secrets.”
My grip on his chin tightens. I could make him yield, bleat out more information while he writhes under my knife, while blood leaks from this firm flesh of his.
But leaning over him, with his scent filling my nose and his scruff grating against my fingers, I have an entirely different idea.
What if the person striding into the coastal palace leading a powerful Captain by a chain isn’t Vienne?
What if it’s me?
What if I claim this prisoner first, before my sister can?
It would be the only real victory I’ve ever had over her. The one thing she has wanted that I’ve gotten instead. A prize she craves, mine for once. Not to mention the respect the other noble sons and daughters will have to pay me. I close my eyes, imagining how many people will want time with this beautiful man, this fallen leader of his people’s armies. What favors I could ask for, what alliances I could win!
I try to ignore the niggling guilt in my heart, the discomfort I’ve always had with the idea of thralls. True, most of them seem to thoroughly enjoy their duties, but I’ve seen them beaten, bruised, mistreated. It is beneath me to care about them, so I try not to wonder how they feel about being traded and used.
Pity is an infirmity of the soul. My father’s words echo in my head. It corrupts, confuses, and controls. If you sense it, root it out. Focus always on your power, your purpose, your plan.
I shift my thumb, dragging it across my victim’s mouth. He has thin lips, soft and pliant, prone to wry twists and, I suspect, rebellious smirks. My sister will train the smirks and sarcasm right out of him. He will be a doe-eyed drone in her service, crawling at her command, his glorious body bent over before her chair as a footrest.
Or he could be mine.
“What are you doing, Princess Bitch?” His lips move against the pad of my thumb.
I push his face away roughly. “Stay,” I snap.
“And here I was planning a lovely stroll.” He twists his arms so the chains clank. “But since you asked so nicely, I’ll stay.”
Ignoring him, I run from the room.
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I am such a failure.
A failure as an infant—so sickly and whiny that I drove my own father away, or so my mother says.
A failure as a child—so annoying and ill-behaved that my mother had to leave the house for days sometimes, “for her sanity,” and commit me to the care of a governess.
A failure as a young man—performing badly in my studies. My mother had no choice but to send me off to war the moment I was old enough.
I did well for a time—so well, in fact, that I was rapidly promoted. I began to think maybe I wasn’t a failure at all.
And then I failed again. Against my better judgment, I followed orders, and my entire company died as a result.
I should feel guilty about it. I should be broken for the loss of those men and women—soldiers under my command.
But I am not torn with regret, nor am I especially sad. I did not know my soldiers well, having recently taken command.
And I am a failure in even this, that in my lowest hour I feel nothing except a kind of abject relief—and a strange impulse to laugh at myself, my situation, and my future.
My freedom and control are gone now. I have no more choices, no more chances to fail.
The mistake that killed my company wasn’t mine. Perhaps that has something to do with my lack of guilt. We were given erroneous orders based on bad information, and everyone paid the price. Those of my people who survived the initial slaughter surrendered and were executed by Thannira’s soldiers—all except me.
I’m the lucky one. The Captain. The big prize, dragged back to the Thanniran royal seat for interrogation and execution.
At least, that’s what I expected, until a few minutes ago, when the Crown Princess of Thannira breezed into the torture chamber and announced her plan to claim me as a pleasure thrall.
Apparently I am fuck-worthy enough to be allowed to live. How thrilling.
When I was first chained to this table, I expected a horrifying torture-master to have his way with me—perhaps some burly, scarred, greasy man with tattoos who would hack my flesh with cleavers and twist my thumbs off.
Instead of that fate, I got the soft, serpent-like voice of the cruel Second Princess, and the terror of never knowing where she might cut next. It drove me mad not to be able to see her, to lie here blindfolded while small fingertips traced the contours of my body and opened lines of liquid pain through my skin.
She probably expected me to hold out longer before giving her information. But I don’t care anymore. I don’t care about the nation that bred me for death and trained me for slaughter. I don’t care about the king whose pompous generals and inept spies caused so much loss in that battle two days ago. My king, my country, my leaders, my parents—they can go to the Pit of Arawn for all I care. Perhaps the antlered death-god will praise them for the sacrifices they have made in his name.
How long am I to wait here before the Second Princess returns? She went running out after snapping at me to “Stay,” and it has been an hour since then. Well—perhaps half an hour. At the very least it has been several minutes.
Gods, I hate waiting. I detest waiting in lines, waiting for an audience at court, waiting for orders. I've hated every minute of guard duty I have ever had. And now I’m to be a slave, which means there will be more waiting in between the bouts of service and sex.
Pleasure thrall to the Crown Princess. Better than death, I suppose. I do like to fuck, but on my terms, and with people of my choosing.
Nausea coils in my stomach at the picture the Princess Bitch painted for me—Summerglee, where thralls are exchanged and shared. I will have no choice in the matter.
And the Crown Princess spoke of “training” me.
I was never noble or wealthy enough to own or partake of a pleasure thrall, nor have I wanted to, though I’ve seen some beautiful ones in the cities back home. I know that many of the thralls go through a period of training so they are perfectly suited to their owner’s liking, skilled in all the gratifying arts. Some are taught to behave like pets or objects, while others act more like servants.
I hope I don’t have to pretend to be the Crown Princess’s dog, with a collar and leash. I saw the Lord of Emlam with his twin thralls once—beautiful girls, dressed as cats, with tails and ears. He made them crawl before him as he walked.
Gods.
I wrench at the chains binding my wrists and ankles. I especially hate the metal band around my throat. But the more I struggle, the worse the pain gets, so I settle myself again.
Shit, I smell terrible—like dirt, death, and sweat. And this room smells like mildew and wet iron and oxidizing copper. At least when the Princess Bitch was here, there was a scent of oranges and honey, spiked with cinnamon.
The pain is constant, like tiny lashes flaring in a hundred different spots all over my body—but especially in my thigh, where she stabbed me, and across my abdomen, where she cut me. Sick wench.
And there is another kind of pain, low in my bowels. If she does not return soon and set me loose, I am going to piss myself on this torture table.
And that will truly be the lowest point of my life.
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In Thannira, as in Yurstin, we serve a pantheon of gods, though we show our devotion in different ways.
For most Thannirans, the primary goddess is Beirgid, who represents fertility, lust, and love. Her statues and shrines are everywhere—in plazas, on street corners, in every household, and in my father’s great hall.
A giant statue of her stands behind his throne, between the two great arched windows that pour golden light around the royal seat. The effect of the sunlight is most devastatingly glorious now, at sunset, the time of lovers.
Smaller statues of two other gods flank my father’s solitary chair—Macha, the war goddess, and Aine, the goddess of beauty, youth, and love.
I walk the pale green carpet toward the royal dais and its twelve steps. The arched windows behind the throne have complex starlike designs near their peaks, and the intricate shapes are cast in glowing gold on the carpet. When I was a child, and I approached my father this way, at this time of day, I was careful to avoid the golden panels on the floor, and to step only in the bars of shadow between them.
My father is alone. All supplicants have been dismissed for the day. Sometimes people come to him and leave with wealth and success, while others with nearly identical matters are flogged and thrown from the gates. It depends on his mood.
With the setting sun behind him, I can’t see my father’s face well. I’m not sure of his expression, or how I should best approach him. This is how he likes to appear—godlike, unapproachable, unknowable.
At the foot of the steps, I sink to my knees. Even from his daughters, he demands the utmost respect.
“Ruelle.” He’s a dark shape between the glare of the streaming rays, and his voice seems remote, disembodied.
“Your Glorious Majesty.” I curve forward in a brief bow, touching my forehead to the carpet. “Padra.”
“Have you obtained information from the prisoner?”
“Yes, my lord. Valuable information about the fleet and its location. I will have the scribe deliver the report to you.”
“What about the border? Where does the king of Yurstin plan to strike us next?”
“I don’t believe the Captain knows, Padra. He says the generals keep that information. But he did tell me about reinforcements at two watchpoints along the border.”
“You can get nothing else from him?”
“Not for the moment.”
“So we should kill him then.”
“With your permission, I wanted—that is, I had hoped—”
“What, child?” An edge creeps into his voice. Irritation. Danger.
“I claim him,” I burst out. “I want him as my first pleasure thrall. If it would please your Majesty.”
Silence. Such a long silence, while I wait, bowed over.
“You claim him?” My father sounds stunned.
“Summerglee is coming. I wish to have a powerful pleasure thrall, so I can make alliances, and—and friends.” I hate this. I hate sounding vulnerable. I hate speaking of pleasure as if it’s something I need. I need no one but myself, nothing but the crystalline truth of pain.
“He is a powerful warrior,” says my father. “He may be difficult to train. Are you sure you don’t want someone easier, more malleable? You could go to the thrall market and choose a younger, more pliant man, one who already has some basic training.”
“With your Majesty’s permission—I want this one.” Because Vienne wants him. Because no market thrall will bring the prestige that I’ll get from owning the Captain.
My father hesitates. “I had thought you incapable of such carnal proclivities, Ruelle.”
“I may not chase sexual pleasure as rabidly as everyone else in this kingdom, but that doesn’t mean I feel nothing of desire.”
My father makes a strange choking sound. “He is yours, then. Let’s talk no more of this. I will write the proof of claim now. Scribe!”
One of the royal scribes scurries forward from a shadowed recess and writes quickly on creamy parchment while my father dictates.
I have the sense that I’ve disappointed my father somehow. That he would have preferred to think of me only as a torturer’s apprentice—a cold, sour, savage thing, slinking through shadows, poisonous and alone. He does not like the idea of me having any softer desires.
Nor do I. This claim is not about my own pleasure. It’s about winning. Stealing something Vienne wants. Entering Summerglee with such force that it’s impossible for anyone to ignore me.
Moments later I have the claim document in hand, written in gold ink with my father’s flourishing signature at the bottom. The scribe hands a second document off to a servant—the order for my new thrall to be healed, scrubbed, shaved, and tattooed. I suppose they will put him in a chamber after that. I’ll need to figure out his training tomorrow.
My sister has trained several thralls, beginning with Ethwyn, her first. Ethwyn is a tall, slim young man with a sheet of light hair reaching to his buttocks. He’s usually naked except for a silky wrap around his hips. As Vienne’s oldest thrall, he also plays the role of servant, bringing her anything she needs, testing her food for poison by tasting it himself.
I’ve seen bits of Vienne’s training routines for the thralls, but there is much that happens behind closed doors. Not that my sister is particularly private. Once, at her order, Ethwyn crawled under the table to eat her out while the rest of us were eating luncheon. I nearly vomited into my fruit. She only glanced at me with a bored expression and said, “If you’re ever going to attend Wintertryst or Summerglee, you will have to get used to public sex.”
Still, she has to restrain herself here in the palace, so most of the pleasure training happens in her enormous suite. Which means I know very little about how it works. How does one teach another human being to behave in a certain way? Especially one with such a sarcastic mouth and so much rich golden muscle as the Captain?
After bowing deeply to my father, I walk the halls to my own chambers, staring at the claim document in my hand.
I own someone now. I, who will barely allow the servants to touch or care for me at all. I, the Second Princess who delights in being alone whenever I’m not learning how to make prisoners speak their innermost truth. I, Ruelle Linden of House Larax. I own a whole human being.
What have I done?
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Voices at the door of the torture chamber. I was half-dozing, but I rouse, freshly conscious of the pain from the cuts the bitch princess gave me.
A hum of healing magic. Warmth crawling through each of my wounds, sealing them, eliminating the pain. But the blindfold isn’t removed.
Footsteps fading, leaving the room while others approach. Then a clink of small metallic objects, and a grating voice—ancient, female. “You will speak the vow, thrall.”
“I will what?”
Pain driving into the skin of my right bicep. I flinch and yell out.
“Hold still, or this tattoo will look very strange,” says the old woman. “My hands are shaky enough without you moving around. Repeat these words: I vow never to attempt to escape my mistress the Princess.”
Ah, so she’s crafting the magical tattoo that will prevent me from escaping or harming the Royals.
I gnaw my lip, trying to think of a way out.
“Speak, thrall,” says the old woman. “Or I will twist your balls until you do.”
“I vow never to attempt to escape my mistress the Princess,” I growl.
“And I vow never to cause severe injury or mortal harm to any member of the royal family.” The tattoo mage keeps working over my right bicep, stabbing me with her needles.
“And I vow never to cause severe injury or mortal harm to any member of the royal family,” I repeat.
“If I attempt to break these vows, I will experience horrific pain throughout my body. If I persist in breaking these vows, I will die,” she drones.
I repeat the words.
“And you are aware that a magical tattoo may only be removed by the mage who placed it?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” The heated pain on my arm continues.
“Aren’t you going to make me swear to obey the Princess in all things?” I ask.
The old woman grunts. “Can’t be too broad with these vows, or they begin to have unintended consequences. And you can’t attach too much magical weight to a single tattoo.”
“I don’t know much about tattoo mages,” I admit. “We have none in my kingdom. I hear the Pirate King has some in his service, and I believe there are a few in the kingdom of Bolcan as well.”
She snorts. “Pirate King. Ha. I wanted to work for him once. He said my magic wasn’t good enough. Unreliable and weak, he said. Wouldn’t take me aboard, in any case. No women are allowed on his ships. Joke’s on him, because now I work for a true royal family, not some upstart renegade with a hatred for women.”
“I have heard women are permitted aboard his ships now.”
The tattoo mage jabs me harder with the needle. “We are not having a conversation, thrall. Stay quiet while I finish this.”
The sharpest pain ends when she’s done, though the area she tattooed remains hot and sore. I want to see my new tattoo, but I’m still chained and blindfolded.
With a weary sigh and much clinking of her needles and implements, the tattoo mage packs up and shuffles out.
I sense more people moving in—I’m not sure how many. Their hands brush my throat, wrists, and ankles, unchaining me.
I don’t resist as they lead me, naked and blindfolded, to a room that feels large and drafty. I’m set on a toilet and told to piss and shit. A handful of years ago, the indignity of it would have made me weep. But I’m a soldier. I’ve learned to be less modest when it comes to necessary physical functions.
When I’m done, they drag me back to the center of the room.
Powerful blasts of water strike my body, pummeling me all over. Someone forces my legs wider, pries my butt cheeks apart, lifts my cock—I’m lathered with harsh-smelling soap, scrubbed and scoured with rough brushes and coarse sponges.
Someone is kneading my scalp, rubbing soap into my hair. More blasts of water, and then a series of unmerciful scraping jerks from a comb as my hair is untangled. More lather, more scrubbing, more pounding water, until I feel raw and tender all over.
My blindfold is whipped off, and then the shaving begins.
There are two people, a man and a woman, dressed in simple clothing. Palace servants. They spread white cream along my jawline and throat, over my chest, down my abdomen, and all around my groin. I stand with my legs spread, perfectly still, terrified to move lest they cut me somewhere important.
The servants work the razors as if they’ve done this a million times, expertly shaving everything from my pectorals to my ball sack. Even the hair under my arms is trimmed close to the skin.
“Haircut?” asks one servant.
“I was told to leave his hair this length,” replies another.
“Right. We’re almost ready for the moisturizing cream and the scent.”
It’s as if I’m not human anymore. They don’t acknowledge me at all, or meet my eyes. I am a body to be prepared, an object for my mistress to enjoy.
I am a pleasure thrall now, bound to the Crown Princess Vienne of Thannira. The Second Princess warned that her older sister can be volatile. But I’ve heard she’s beautiful, too, with bright blue eyes and long, looping curls of glossy auburn hair. I look forward to seeing her.
Maybe, if I work hard to please and amuse her, my situation will be bearable. Lucky for me I get the gorgeous, sensual woman who will one day be Queen, and not her creepy sadistic sister with the deadly voice.
The two servants smear my body with a cream that soaks into my skin almost immediately, leaving it unusually soft. Then they add dabs of scent to my inner thighs, my throat, and the pulse points at my wrists.
“Clothing,” says the woman, and the man fetches a pair of satiny black shorts. They drape a couple of thin gold chains around my hips and add gold bands to my wrists and ankles. “Your mistress will choose your rings and ear jewelry,” says the woman. “Open your mouth.”
They clean my teeth, brush my hair with a light oil, and apply more oil to my chest and arms. They draw lines of black paint along my eyelids and pluck my brows to a neater shape. I can see a little of what’s happening thanks to a tall mirror that stands off to the left.
As a final touch, they snap a bronze collar around my neck. A long, thin chain dangles from it.
The man pushes me toward the mirror. “Take a look, thrall.”
I look like what I am—a well-toned, attractive body polished and prepared for someone’s pleasurable use. The tattoo circling my right bicep is a series of tiny gulls, black moths, and thorny chains.
The woman hands me a cup of water, which I drink eagerly. I thank her, but she doesn’t acknowledge it.
“Take him to the Princess,” she says. “Dinner is over. She’ll be in her room by now.”
My stomach hollows out at the mention of dinner. I’ve been poorly fed for the past two days.
“Do thralls get dinner?” I say with a smile.
“Your mistress will decide when, where, and what you eat from now on,” replies the manservant. “Come. I will blindfold you again for the walk through the palace. You are still an enemy, and will be treated as such until your mistress decides otherwise.”
I am disappointed. I’d hoped to see some of my new home, but apparently even that is being denied me. The dehumanization I just went through left me with even less hope, and little will to please my new mistress. Perhaps that was the intent.
I could rip off the blindfold and attack the servant who’s escorting me. But if my intent is to escape, I have no doubt the magic of my new tattoo will sense it and send a wave of warning agony through my system.
So I walk meekly, with my hand on the servant’s shoulder as he directed. By the slight tension of the chain attached to my neck, I assume he’s holding the other end, though he doesn’t tug on it.
The walk through the palace is a long one. Now and then I hear muffled whispers as servants or guards comment on my passing—I, a Captain of Yurstin, being trotted barefoot through the halls in my undershorts, decked out like a brothel wench.
We pass some opening—a hallway, perhaps—from which fragrant air flows, carrying the scent of fresh warm bread. My stomach growls loudly.
After a few twists and turns, we enter an area where the cold tiles and thin floor coverings give way to thick, plush carpet that squishes pleasantly under my feet. If I had to guess, we’re now in the wing where the royals reside.
A rap of knuckles on wood, and my escort’s voice, “Princess, if I may?”
A muffled voice. “Enter.”
A door creaks, and my companion presses a hand to my back, pushing me through into a space that smells of hot spiced cider, citrus, and fresh linens.
“Your new pleasure thrall, Your Highness,” says the servant beside me, and removes the blindfold.
My mind tries to encompass everything at once. The row of tall windows, one of them standing open onto a balcony. Blue velvet darkness outside. Night insects flicking their lights on and off, moths fluttering like the gauzy black curtains.
A room—furniture dark and elegant, candles flickering.
And framed by it all, dressed in a lacy black nightgown—a girl.
Slim, toned. Pale hair just past her shoulders. A pert, insolent face. Pouting lips, eyes narrow and green, serpentine, just like her voice when she says, “Why in Arawn’s Pit would you bring him in here?”
This is not the vivacious, capricious, blue-eyed redhead I was expecting. This voice belongs to the woman who tortured me, who cut my flesh as punctuation for her words.
Shock pounds through my blood as my brain makes the adjustment.
“You,” I say hoarsely. “You claimed me.”
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Gods damn him, he’s beautiful.
I can’t look at him. So I look at the servant instead. “Why bring the thrall here? I thought you would find him a room for the night.”
“We certainly can, Your Highness,” says the servant. “But we thought you would want to begin training and enjoying him. Your sister always keeps a new thrall with her constantly during the first few weeks of training.”
“Does she?” That sounds terrible. I like to be alone.
“It is late, Your Highness,” says the servant mildly. “Should I take him elsewhere?”
My stomach keeps shifting or dipping every time I look at the prisoner—a strange sensation. Perhaps I am ill.
“Leave him here,” I concede.
“Yes, Your Highness. Would you like him chained? I could attach the chain there.” The servant points to a metal loop protruding from the wall of my room, where my largest and heaviest incense burner sometimes hangs.
“If I want him chained, I’ll do it myself,” I say.
“As Your Highness wishes. Let me show you how the collar works.” The servant demonstrates the latch while I nod, half-listening, trying not to notice how much taller the Captain is than I thought, or how every muscle in his powerful body is swelling tight against his oiled skin. His jaw is set, his eyes burning.
When he entered my room and the blindfold was taken off, he looked as startled as I was. You. You claimed me.
Of course he thought he was being delivered to Vienne. He had no reason to think otherwise. And now he’s angry and disappointed, because everyone prefers her to me.
I do not care what he thinks of me. I only care about what owning him will do for my status at my first Summerglee.
“Leave us,” I tell the servant, and he hurries out, closing the door.
I start to speak, but the door opens again and one of my bodyguards pops his head in. “Your Highness, if the thrall gives you any trouble, ring or shout, and we will enter.”
“Thank you, Penn.” I wave him away sharply, and he disappears, shutting the door again.
I am not used to having people in my chambers. This suite of rooms is my haven, where I keep my books, my religious relics, my knives, my collection of skulls, my scented candles—all the things I prize. And now someone is here, in my sanctuary. Not just someone, but a towering, sinewy, well-oiled, black-haired, tattooed bastion of male beauty.
He’s too much. And he’s mine.
“Why did you claim me?” he asks.
“I claimed you before my sister could,” I reply. “The prestige of owning you will be mine, not hers. She’ll be furious.”
I expected to have a confrontation with Vienne at dinner, but she dined elsewhere this evening. Soon she will return and realize what I’ve taken from her. Oh how she will rage!
Part of me is a little nervous about the impending clash between us. At dinner, Vienne would have had to restrain herself somewhat. But now she’ll likely confront me here, privately, and I’m not sure what she’ll do, or how violently she’ll react.
“You have claimed me,” says the Captain. “Now what?”
Now what indeed? Training—gods, I haven’t planned any training. Where is he going to sleep? The sofa? No—he’s too tall. He was lying down when I tortured him, so I couldn’t tell his true height. The sheer size of him is intimidating, and being intimidated makes me angry.
“Now,” I say slowly, hoping an idea will come, “now you will… you will serve me… as my thrall. To do everything I ask, whenever I ask it…”
A spark of awareness lights in his dark eyes, and the corner of his mouth turns up. “Now that you have me, you don’t know what to do with me.”
He takes a step forward, and my belly thrills.
Gods, this won’t do.
I back away, yank open a drawer, and pluck a small pearl-handled knife from its velvety bed. The moment my fingers close on the glossy hilt, I can breathe better.
The Captain pauses, caution flaring in his eyes.
With my blade I point at his right bicep. “That’s your captive’s tattoo?”
“I can neither escape nor do you serious harm.” He paces forward again, slowly. He’s been shaved, cleaned, scented—the contours of his chest and the tight beads of his nipples capture my gaze. “You need not fear me, Princess.”
I halt his progress by setting the tip of my knife to his breastbone. “I fear no one.”
“Except your father. And perhaps your sister.” His head tilts, his eyes searching mine.
“You are a very insolent thrall,” I hiss.
“I’m untrained,” he murmurs. “Perhaps you should teach me how to obey. How to please you. That’s what a pleasure thrall is for, is it not? For your pleasure.” He says the last word in a rich, deep baritone, dripping with sensual implication.
Again the swirling dip of my belly. My fingers are trembling.
So I cut him.
It’s an instinctive reaction, one I scarcely think about until the blade whips through the flesh of his right breast. The slice is shallow, but the blood oozes out instantly, a ruby line to match the scar on his left pectoral.
He puffs out a sharp breath.
“Go away,” I order. “Stand over there, in the corner. No—first go into the bathing room, there, and fetch a cloth to hold over that cut. I don’t want you dripping on my rugs.”
He gives me a baleful glance and stomps into the bathing room.
That’s something I’ll need to train out of him. He can’t look at me with that kind of rebellious malevolence when we’re at Summerglee.
The Captain is thumping around in the bathing room. I suppose I should begin using his name. Adraxas Ducayne—that was the name written on his intake papers. I always read my victims’ intake forms so I can glean every possible bit of personal information to help with the interrogation. There wasn’t much on this one. He’s young, a newly minted Captain, a good fighter and apparently intelligent enough to be trusted with a whole company. Or perhaps I shouldn’t count intelligence among his qualities—maybe his family has money and paid for the commission. That would explain why he was stupid enough to march his people into a trap.
He returns with a folded white cloth pressed to his bleeding chest. “Shall I stand in the corner, Princess?” His voice is a steel blade sheathed in fire.
“Yes. For now. Until—” Until I decide what in Arawn’s Pit I’m going to do with you…
But I’m spared from finishing the sentence, because there’s a muffled cry from one of my guards out in the hall, and then my sister explodes into my room.
“You obnoxious bitch!” Vienne flies at me, her hand whipping across my face. Her nails rake my skin, and she snatches a handful of my hair, twisting, pulling.
I slash at her with my knife, but she catches my wrist in a death-grip. With a warrior’s practiced skill, she wrenches until pain stabs through my wrist bones and I cry out, dropping the blade.
I twist, ducking under her arm, but she claws my throat, trying to get a chokehold.
“Darling, you’ll ruin your nails.” A soft voice slithers between us, the voice of her thrall Ethwyn. He’s standing to one side, fingers clasped anxiously, trying to break us apart the only way he can.
I buck free of Vienne and shove her away, but she twirls, slams a kick to the back of my knee, then barrels me to the ground. With both arms I shield my face from her punches and her wicked nails, catching a glimpse of my pleasure thrall as he stands in the corner, watching.
Judging from the horror on his face, this isn’t the kind of thing noblewomen do in Yurstin. But ever since Vienne and I were small, my father has allowed Vienne to attack me like this. He enjoys watching us brawl.
When I was younger, after Vienne was done bruising and shredding me, Padra would take me to the dungeon and make me vent the hurt and shame I felt on someone else’s body. Only after I’d tortured a prisoner for what he deemed a sufficient length of time would he allow the palace healer to attend me. He doesn’t force me to do that anymore, but the habit is deeply ingrained in my mind.
Even now, as my sister pummels me, I begin to feel the itch for a shining scalpel in my hand, and pliant flesh beneath its blade.
I’m strong. I excel at climbing and archery and swimming. But Vienne is a warrior. She has skills I’ve never been allowed to learn, and a lightning storm of manic rage I can’t match. My anger is low-burning, constant, ever-present, while hers explodes like a thunderburst between bouts of sunshine.
When I stole the Captain from her, I knew there would be a yelling match between us, maybe a bit of hair-pulling. But she is enraged beyond what I expected. Maybe because I have never truly beaten her at anything before. Or maybe I underestimated how much she wanted him as her prize.
Whatever the reason, this is the worst beating I’ve ever received at her hands.
Vienne breaks through my defense and pins my arms out of the way with her knees. Her fist crashes against my cheekbone, my jaw, my eye socket. I don’t scream. I smile through the blood.
“Will you not intervene?” It’s the Captain, speaking to one of my bodyguards who are watching my sister pulverize me.
“We cannot intervene,” they answer.
Vienne is the Crown Princess, the heir to the throne. My bodyguards can protect me from everyone but her and my father. If they challenge her, she will kill them.
It doesn’t matter. I have learned to welcome pain, to swallow it whole. I take the agony, let it flood my body, feeding my inner darkness.
Vienne may rage and scream. She can crush and bruise me, but she cannot change Padra’s written edict.
The Captain is mine.
She lurches off me. Slams two solid kicks into my gut—two bursts of nauseating agony. I choke and nearly lose my dinner.
My sister spits on my cheek. Then she grips Ethwyn by his beautiful hair and drags him out of the room with her.
My bodyguards follow her out in the hallway. They know better than to touch me or offer me help. I’m as likely to stab them as thank them for their compassion.
“I will summon a Healer, Princess,” Penn says. “Would you like your maid as well?”
My mouth is full of blood. I manage to shake my head.
The door of my room closes.
After a beating, I am usually alone. I cry a little, rage a little. I wait for the Healer, and when she is done repairing me, I go down to the dungeons and torture someone. There’s always a purpose to my torture—the extraction of information we haven’t been able to elicit yet, or punishment for crimes I know the victim has committed—rape, murder, treachery. I don’t like torturing people who have no secrets to yield and no serious crimes to punish. It's not as satisfying.
That is what I would usually do after a brawl with my sister. But I am not alone now. And I can’t cry in front of the Captain.
I try to push myself upright, but my wrist throbs so horribly I collapse again. My blood has spattered the carpet. Damn.
The Captain approaches, sinking to one knee beside me. I turn my face away from him.
Now he sees me for what I am. A craven, crawling thing, desperate for power. It will be even harder to make him obey me now that he knows my weakness.
“I should have stopped her,” he says quietly. “Forgive me.”
The pity in his voice makes me gag. “Shut up,” I moan, spitting blood. “If you’d raised a hand to her, you’d have been executed, if your tattoo didn’t stop you first. You are not here to protect me. You’re here to give me power. To help me make alliances, and friends.” The word friends is bitter copper on my tongue.
“You want allies who can protect you once she ascends to the throne.”
I blink at him, or I try to. One of my eyelids is swollen nearly shut. It’s unnerving how clearly he sees my strategy. Perhaps it’s his military training.
“So I’m to win you allies with my mouth and my dick,” he says dryly. “You’ll let them fuck me, and that will cement a lasting friendship?”
“That is generally how things are done here.” I make another effort to sit up, and he leans in, his broad hand sliding across my back, helping me. His scent is a decadent cloud around me, a complex, woodsy aroma with a hint of blackberries, vanilla, and freshly clipped grass. I like the fragrance the servants chose. It suits him. It’s a refuge for my senses in the cloud of pain.
“Do you intend to enjoy me yourself?” he asks, low.
“Of course not!” In my haste, more blood drips down my chin. He dabs it with the cloth he used on himself earlier.
“Of course not,” he echoes, lightly sarcastic. “Because why would you ever enjoy your own pleasure thrall?”
“I don’t do pleasure. I don’t want it or need it.”
“You’re frigid, then, as they say.”
I grimace, and the expression hurts my face. “That is an offensive word, used by sex-obsessed people to denigrate those who don’t worship at the altar of sensual excess. Don’t use the word again. Ever.”
He nods. “As you command.”
A moment later, one of our Royal Healers enters my room. She’s a tall, gaunt, austere woman, not an ounce of compassion in her body. I often get the sense that she despises her gift and wishes it were anything else. She doesn’t seem to enjoy helping people with her magic. But she does her duty well, mending my flesh and my bruised insides, calming the swollen places and sealing the scratches until I am flawless and pain-free again. Before she leaves, I ask her to mend the Captain’s breast where I cut him, and she does.
The moment she leaves, a sound rolls through my bedroom—a kind of gurgling roar. It’s coming from my pleasure thrall. From his stomach, to be exact.
He winces. “Apologies, Your Highness.”
“You’re hungry.”
“Haven’t eaten all day.”
“Well then.” I reach for the cord that summons my maid. “I can’t have that gods-awful sound keeping me awake tonight, can I?”
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Something shifts inside me when I see the Princess pinned on her back, smiling through her own blood, pained and triumphant, while her sister rains punches onto her face and chest.
The “something” shifts more after her sister leaves, when I help the Princess sit up, when she scowls, defiant, and spits out sharp words: “I don’t do pleasure. I don’t want it or need it.”
This woman is knives and bitterness, fierce willpower and a wicked tongue. But I have the sense that if I can get through the thorns and knives, if I don’t mind being scratched and bloodied a bit, I’ll find something at the core of her, something worth seeing—I’m not sure what, but I want to know.
She orders me food, and it is delicious—cold sliced turkey, cold salted potatoes sprinkled with bits of cheese, and an orange. She sits on her bed and watches me while I eat. I’m cross-legged on the thick rug near the broad stone hearth, enjoying myself for the first time in many days.
“What shall I call you?” she asks.
“Isn’t that up to you?” I throw her a challenging look.
“I was thinking of calling you ‘hulking brute’ or ‘shit-eating bastard,’ but those are a mouthful so…”
“Ducayne. I go by Ducayne.”
“Ducayne. And you’ll call me ‘your Highness,’ or ‘Princess,’ or ‘my lady.’ Any respectful terms or honorifics will do.”
“Noted. Your Highness.”
Her eyes narrow. “Don’t say it like that.”
“Like what?”
“In that sardonic tone. Say it with more respect.”
“Your Highness,” I say blandly.
“Better, I suppose.”
“Would you like me to refrain from speaking unless I’m spoken to?”
She taps her chin thoughtfully. It’s a round, stubborn little chin, the perfect shape for her delicate sharp-cornered jaw. The sudden urge to kiss that obstinate chin surprises me. To quell it I shove an entire potato into my mouth. And then I can barely chew.
The Princess stares at me, her lip curled in disgust. “Is that how they eat in your kingdom’s army?”
I can’t speak, so I wink at her.
“Don’t do that,” she says. “To answer your question, I don’t mind if you speak. But don’t contradict or interrupt me when we’re in public. That’s the rule for now, though if you keep annoying me, that might change.”
Once I manage to get the potato down, I venture another question. “What happens to thralls in this kingdom once they’re older?”
There’s a deeper hunger beneath the question—the desire to know if my present role has an end, and what that end might be. I need to know if I have anything to look forward to—some future besides being a sex slave in this enemy kingdom.
The Princess sighs, leaning back on her pillows. The black gauzy skirts of her nightdress have shifted, showing one long bare leg. A very pretty, very toned bare leg that needs someone’s hands running along it from ankle to hip.
“In Thannira, some couples give up their thralls when they marry,” she says. “They sell the thralls, trade them, or set them free. Other couples keep the thralls around to spice up the marriage. In some cases the thralls stay on until they’re past their physical prime, and then they transition to being regular household servants. Sometimes they are set free when they get older, or they’re sold to brothels who aren’t too choosy about the youth of their stock. And some thralls keep their positions for decades, if they please their owners well.”
“It’s the same in Yurstin,” I say. “I once saw a woman of sixty-five or so with a male thrall who must have been only a few years younger. They looked—happy.”
She eyes me quizzically. “We have a law in Thannira that owners can’t marry their thralls. If Yurstin has the same law, that might explain why the couple maintained their connection so long. They may have been unable to marry despite being in—in love.”
She says “love” as if it’s a sour cherry pit on her tongue.
“Yes, we have the same law,” I reply. I can’t help a smirk. “You don’t believe in love?”
“Oh, I believe in it. I believe that it’s a ridiculous infatuation which causes more pain than satisfaction, and is liable to fade away at the slightest provocation.”
“So you’ve never loved a man? Or a woman? Or anyone else?”
“Romantically?” She snorts. “No. And I don’t want to.”
My meal is done, and I wipe my lips with the cloth napkin. Her eyes fix on my mouth—and then her gaze trails slowly down over my chest. I flex subtly, tightening my pecs and abs while I set the plate on the hearth.
I’ve seduced my share of women, all colors, shapes, and sizes. I can find something beautiful and desirable in anyone. Perhaps that trait will aid me in this role. Despite her denial, I suspect that at some point I will be getting up close and familiar with the Princess’s body, and I may as well begin acclimating both of us to the idea now.
She hasn’t loved anyone romantically. But— “You’ve had sex, of course?” I ask, nudging the fork so it lies straight across the center of the plate.
When she doesn’t answer, my pulse quickens. I whip my gaze back to her face, grinning. “Why, Princess, are you a virgin?”
“Stop looking at me like that,” she snarls.
I drop the smirk, letting heated desire seep into my gaze. “Shall I look at you like this, then?”
She leaps off the bed and stalks toward me, where I sit by the hearth. There’s a regal intensity about her that kicks my heart into a new rhythm. I breathe a little quicker and tip my face up, anticipating—
Her hand flashes, smacking my cheek hard. She grips my jaw. “Don’t look at me anymore tonight,” she hisses. “You’ll sleep here on the rug. You only move if you need to relieve yourself. Don’t come any closer to my bed. Make a move I don’t like, and I will chain you up.”
I want to rise to my full height, push her back against the wall, show her who the true master is here. But I grit my teeth, lower my eyes, and mutter, “Yes, Princess.”
She reaches out quickly, and I nearly recoil on instinct, but she’s merely unlatching the collar around my neck. She sets it aside on a small table. “Tomorrow I’m taking you to Khal. He’s well-known in the city for having skilled, obedient thralls. He can give me some ideas for training you.”
“That sounds delightful,” I mutter.
“The sarcasm will have to end.”
“Of course. I’m grateful for the opportunity to change my entire personality for Your Highness.”
“Go to sleep, thrall.” She whirls and stomps away to the bathing room. After a few minutes she returns, douses the lamp, and climbs into bed, turning her back to me. She doesn’t offer me so much as a pillow or a blanket.
As a soldier, I’ve learned to fall asleep quickly, under almost any circumstances. This plush rug in front of a low fire is far more comfortable than some of the places I’ve slept.
Sometime during the night, I wake to the Princess standing over me, kicking me in the ribs with her bare foot.
“You’re snoring,” she hisses, her eyes snapping with anger. “Shut up.”
Without thinking I catch her bare foot by the ankle. “Apologies, Princess.”
She freezes, standing there on one foot with her other foot entirely in my power. “Let go of me.”
My head is drowsy with sleep. I’m not thinking clearly. I only know that I have the Princess off-balance, literally, and that the fine bones of her ankle feel tantalizingly breakable in my hand. With my other hand I touch her toes. They’re tiny, soft, slightly crooked. Her foot has a high arch, and its sole is calloused, especially the heel.
The firelight forms a soft, flickering haze around us. I feel as if I’m in a dream. So I do what dream-Ducayne would do—I tug sharply on that pretty foot.
The Princess sways, her arms flailing, and falls on top of me, chest to chest.
She’s light. Soft. Warm. My palms finds her waist instinctively.
Her hand slams around my throat with crushing force. “You’re attacking me now?”
My battle instinct surges. I want to throw her off, and I could. But I force myself to be still, to keep my hands gentle as they drift down to her hips.
She’s choking me tighter, and gods, my dick is reacting like it did when she was torturing me and speaking in that soft, wicked voice.
I can tell the exact second she feels my hardness against her core, pressing through the material between us. She tenses all over, and her eyes flare with fury and alarm.
“You’re insane, Captain,” she whispers.
Back at you, Princess. But I can’t say it, because her thin fingers are shockingly strong and my airway is completely cut off. My eyes roll back, and my grasp on her hips tightens as I struggle not to fight her. I could throw her off me so easily, press her against the thick rugs and drag that nightdress up her legs—
She shifts astride me, and my cock thrills. I’m far too sensitive—haven’t jerked off in days.
I’m either going to come underneath her or pass out.
The Princess releases my throat and lurches off me. “No more snoring, or I’ll choke you unconscious next time.”
I prop myself up, wheezing and coughing as quietly as I can until I’ve recovered. There’s nothing I can do about the aching boner I have for her. So I run through military protocols in my head and replay the events of my last disastrous battle until my cock calms down and I drift into sleep again.
I wake early, as I’m used to doing back in camp. It’s jarring to me how far my reality is from what it was a week ago. Back then it was training exercises with my soldiers, stark tents and thin bedrolls, slim rations, cold mountain winds and half-frozen buckets of questionable drinking water. I wore my uniform and a heavy coat with a furred collar that my mother sent for my birthday. Well, the note said it was from my mother, but I know our housekeeper chose it, wrapped it, and dispatched the messenger.
Today I wake on a plush rug, nearly naked yet comfortable despite the fact that the fire died hours ago. My bare skin feels softly warm all over. There’s pale yellow morning light sifting through the sheer black curtains and the mild air of early summer flows into the room.
I feel gloriously rested. Not just awake, but alive.
Climbing quietly to my feet, I pad across the room to the privy. The Princess is twisted up among her sheets, her mouth open and her cheeks pink. She’s so much less intimidating like this. I can’t help smiling at the sight of her.
In the tiled bathing room, I piss and wash up, smoothing my hand over my chest and jaw. This “shaving perfectly smooth all over” thing is going to take some maintenance. I’m already stubbled again. It’s strange seeing my cock and balls without their usual nest of hair. Not sure if I like the look better or worse.
Returning to the Princess’s room, I step through the tall open window onto the balcony. The stone beneath my feet is cool, but the freshly risen sun bathes my chest with faint heat. I lift my face to its light and breathe as I take my first look at my new home. My temporary home, at least, until Summerglee.
The Princess’s balcony opens onto neatly kept gardens—boxy hedges, lacy flowering trees, smooth green lawns glistening with dew. Birdsong quivers in the air.
There’s another long wing of the palace to my left, a cluster of towers to my right, and the palace wall far ahead, in the distance beyond the gardens.
A rustle of sheets behind me, and a thump of bare feet. I turn as the Princess shuffles toward me, her eyelids heavy with sleep, her blonde hair rumpled, and her nightdress hanging off one shoulder.
By all the gods in the pantheon, she is beautiful.
Until she opens her mouth.
“What the fuck are you doing up at dawn?” she growls.
“It’s a beautiful morning.” I grin at her.
“Don’t smile at me this early.”
“Apologies, milady.” I try to force the smile away, but it creeps back. She sighs, exasperated, and shuffles away to the bathing room. She doesn’t emerge for nearly an hour, which I don’t mind. I take a book from some shelves near her bed and sit on the balcony, reading about the history of weapon design in Thannira, until she comes to the doorway to frown at me again.
Her hair is in a high, curly knot now. She’s wearing a corset-like contraption, all black leather straps and metal studs, over a blousy shirt. Her dark pants are embellished with silver embroidery. Several tiny knives fit into sheaths here and there on the corset, and more knives are strapped to her thighs and waist.
“Did I say you could touch my books?” she asks.
“I was bored.”
“You’re the worst thrall ever.”
I stand up, stretching to my full height, not missing the way her eyes widen and skim my form. “Your pardon, Highness, but I’m rather new at this,” I say quietly, leaning in, planting one hand on the door frame near her head. “And you’re rather new at owning a thrall, are you not? So perhaps the fault doesn’t lie with me.” I infuse the last three words with sultry emphasis.
She backs away, frowning more thunderously. “I’ll call a servant. We need breakfast, and some clothes for you that are more—that are just more. Then we’re going to see Khal, the sooner the better. He can tell me how to deal with you properly.”
The maid serves us breakfast in another room, one I haven’t seen until now. It’s a study, lounge, and breakfast nook combined, with a curtained god-shrine at one end. I like it immediately. The scent of incense and ink, the gleam of weapons in racks, the shimmering green of the hanging plants by the window—it all reminds me of the breakfast room in my family’s house, the home I will probably never see again.
The Princess makes me sit on the floor while I eat. I didn’t mind it last night, when I was eating a quick snack before bed, but now, in the bright morning, being ordered to stay on the floor and eat beside her table feels humiliating. I must get used to these little indignities, in preparation for greater ones to come.
If I were a better man, or a wiser one, I’d worry more about our upcoming stay at Summerglee. But I have always been one to enjoy the comforts of the day, of the moment, without thinking too far ahead. So after the first few minutes of indignation, I manage to enjoy my breakfast—eggs, sausage, tomatoes, and toast. Better than any I’ve had in the army for a long time.
Afterward, the Princess orders me to go with the maid to prepare for the day. I return to the privy and shave thoroughly with the provided implements, and the maid informs me that soon I’ll be treated with a magical substance that permanently removes body hair.
“All the Royals and thralls use it,” she says. “It’s very safe. One of the Royal Healers is preparing a fresh batch as we speak.”
“Do I have a choice about using it?” I ask.
She lifts an eyebrow, sidestepping the question. “Here is an outfit for you to try. Let me know if anything doesn’t fit.”
When I come out of the bathing chamber, I’m wearing a black shirt with a standup collar that flares around the back of my neck. It has no buttons, so I tucked it loosely into the low-slung black pants I was given. The shirt hangs open in the front, showing my chest and abs. That’s the point, I guess.
My shirt sleeves are rolled up to my elbows, and black leather slippers complete my new look. My hair is in a short, loose braid, and I’ve put on the earcuff and two of the rings the maid left for me.
“My fingers were too thick for these.” I pour the remaining seven rings into the maid’s hand.
She’s staring at me, eyes wide.
“What is it?” I glance down at myself. “Did I put something on wrong?”
“Your Highness!” the maid calls in a high, thin voice. “Come and tell me if this look is to your satisfaction.”
“They’re just clothes, for the gods’ sake,” mutters the Princess, coming from the breakfast room into the bedroom.
She stops.
Her mouth compresses tightly, her fingers squeeze into fists, and her eyes blaze. She looks as if she’s about to attack me.
I have done something wrong, and I’m not sure what it is. Did I forget to fasten my pants? No, they’re buttoned as they should be.
“Will this do, Your Highness?” the maid says, with a half-suppressed smile. “Does your thrall please you?”
“He will do,” the Princess says tightly. “Enough simpering, Jan. Surely you have some chores. Go. And call us a carriage.”
The maid, Jan, hurries away after another smirking glance at me.
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The Princess doesn’t speak to me during the drive through the city, but she doesn’t protest when I push open the curtains covering the windows so I can look out as we drive.
The Royal Seat is a city like any other—long rows of shops and homes, some plazas and green spaces, a fountain or two. And people, people everywhere, jostling each other, carting bundles and baskets, towing children along, arguing, laughing. I note a few shops offering magical services—water-wielding, wind-wielding, healing, even memory manipulation.
“Do you ever wish you had magic?” I ask.
The Princess startles as if I slapped her. “What?”
“Magic. Sometimes I’m jealous of those who wield it.”
“I’m not,” she says sharply.
I shrug.
Long minutes pass, and then she says, “Of course I’m jealous. Who wouldn’t be?”
“Exactly.” I give her a smile and resume staring out the window until we arrive at a tall mansion built of peach-colored stone.
As we’re getting out of the carriage, she says under her breath, “Mind yourself and don’t embarrass me. Khal isn’t expecting us—I didn’t want to give him the chance to invite anyone else over to ogle you.”
“He’s a friend of yours?”
“No. A friend of my sister’s. But he has always been as kind to me as she would allow. And he loves showing off his thralls and telling everyone how to train theirs. My sister would never disclose her training secrets, and if she knew we were here, she’d prevent Khal from sharing his.”
“Another reason for not telling him of your visit in advance.”
She nods. “He will be attending Summerglee with us, so I will have to bribe him to stay quiet about your existence until then. Keep silent unless I tell you to speak.”
A pair of perfectly matched servants—twins, I’d guess—welcome us at the door and lead us through the spacious halls of the house into an airy room whose doors open onto a water garden. There’s a chaise lounge, large poufs, enameled tables, and feathery plants in urns. A naked young woman with fawn-colored skin is sitting on a stool, playing a full-sized harp. The harp is a unique shape I’ve not seen before, and it’s tucked between her legs, right against her bare sex.
I swallow hard and look away, willing myself not to react.
“Her Highness the Second Princess, Ruelle Linden of House Larax,” announce the twin servants in perfect synchronization.
The Princess’s two bodyguards entered the room first, but now they step back, taking up positions by the wall where they can keep watch.
An attractive man with ebony skin rises from the lounge. He looks older than me by a handful of years. Long locs woven with gold thread extend past his waist, glittering and swinging as he comes toward us.
“Welcome, welcome! What a surprise, Your Highness!” He bows deeply, then takes her hands in his with an effusive smile. “What brings you to my home so early? You are lucky I rise with the birds to do my morning prayers.”
“I am sure the goddess appreciates your devotion.” The Princess holds out a small bundle she kept in her lap during the carriage ride.
Khal accepts it with an eager smile. “Ah, a gift? You treat me too kindly, Highness.”
“A favor for a favor,” she says stiffly.
I’m not well-versed in court manners, but even I know that she’s skipping important parts of the greeting process. She should have asked Khal about himself and his health, complimented his beautiful gardens—something. Instead, she jumped right into the bargain. Perhaps, outside the torture room, she is less comfortable persuading others to yield to her.
Luckily, Khal seems delighted with the intricately designed headpiece she gifted him. As he’s thanking her, his gaze lands on me. “And who are you, good sir?”
I’m briefly grateful that the Princess didn’t put the collar back on me this morning. It would have screamed my thrall status to this man.
“I am Adraxas Ducayne,” I reply, bowing slightly. “Former Captain to the Fifty-Second Company of the Armies of Yurstin.”
Khal’s eyebrows shoot up.
“He was my father’s captive, taken from the Battle of Grewold Pass, and I claimed him,” the Princess explains quickly. “This is the favor I need, Khal. I desire your discretion and I crave your advice.”
“You have both, my lady, of course.”
“He is my first pleasure thrall, and I’m bringing him to Summerglee. But he is untrained.”
“I can tell by his behavior, his bearing.” Khal frowns. “Proud and insolent. Has he been tattooed?”
“Yes, on his bicep. I was hoping you would advise me about training a thrall, since I have no experience.”
Khal’s eyes skim my form again. “But surely, Your Highness’s sister could help. She is well-versed in the art of training thralls, though her methods and results differ from mine.”
“Your thralls are the best behaved and the most talented in the sensual arts,” says the Princess, in the soft serpentine voice she used on me yesterday. “Everyone in the Royal Seat knows you are the ultimate word in thralldom.”
So she can use her wiles outside the torture room, but only once she’s comfortable in her target’s presence. She needs time to adjust to her surroundings. Interesting.
Khal smiles widely. “I would never call myself the ‘ultimate word in thralldom,’ but if it pleases Your Highness, I would be glad to show you a few things.” He nods to the twins, who are standing motionless nearby. “Tell Mala to come to me.”
They bow in unison and walk away, keeping in perfect step with each other.
“I’m bringing the twins, and Mala, and that new one to Summerglee.” Khal points at the naked girl playing the harp. The curve of it nestles right between her legs, and I could swear she is rubbing herself against it as she plays. Yes, she definitely is. Her cheeks are flushed, and her head tilts back. Her playing falters.
"Yenna,” says Khal smoothly, calmly. “Do not come until I say.”
The girl nods and continues strumming the melody.
My face is flaming, and so is the Princess’s. Thankfully I’m distracted by the entrance of another young woman, scantily clad in bands of pale green gauze. She has milk-white skin, dotted with a few freckles across her nose and cheekbones. Her auburn hair must reach to her feet when it’s unbound, but it is gathered into bunches, cinched with jeweled bands. Tiny emeralds sparkle in the thin gold collar around her neck.
“Kneel, Mala,” says Khal.
The thrall kneels, rocking back with her bottom resting on her ankles. Her torso remains erect, but with a slight sinuous tilt. Palms on her thighs, head tilted up, lips slightly parted, she blinks at her master—beautifully, innocently, seductively.
Arousal ticks through my cock.
“See how her knees are precisely three fists apart,” says Khal, bending to cup the girl’s chin. “Her mouth is open just enough for kissing or fucking, whichever I prefer at the moment. The angle of the head, the placement of the hands—it’s all learned behavior. Mala, how do I like my tea?”
“Chamomile and powdered erda root, steeped in a ceramic pot, hot enough to sting the tongue, one spoonful of honey and a sprinkle of black sugar.” The girl recites it quickly, in a gentle, melodic tone.
“Her voice is perfect, too. We’ve worked on that for a long time.” Khal caresses the thrall’s cheek, and she smiles up at him. Am I imagining it, or is there real adoration in her eyes? Or perhaps that is learned as well.
I glance at the Princess. She’s watching the whole demonstration with keen interest, with a sharp focus that terrifies me. My stomach twists and sickens. Is she going to train me to behave like this? My every movement and position, my voice, my mind, all completely controlled and attuned to her will?
“For some, thralls are merely tools for erotic play and release, and perhaps an occasional outlet for cruelty,” Khal continues. “For me, there is more to thralldom than sex. It is about having someone intimately attuned to your every desire, devoted to you and designed for you. And that level of thralldom takes a particularly skilled, intelligent subject. It cannot be forced. They have to desire the yielding of control. They must be willing, even eager, to submit.”
“What about him?” The Princess points at me. “Do you think he can learn all this?”
Khal approaches me. He’s shorter than I am, and I delight in the fact, at first. But a vague discomfort centers in my chest as he stands before me, staring into my eyes. His gaze is intense, penetrating. Authority infuses the very air around him, resonating in my bones. A thought rises in my mind, terrifying and unbidden—this man could break me.
When he reaches for my face, I recoil.
“Be still, Ducayne,” says the Princess.
I suck in a breath and force myself not to move as he takes my face, turns it from side to side, and runs a thumb over my mouth.
Khal nods to the Princess. “A promising start. He listens to you already. He wants to please you.”
“I do not,” I mutter.
“Rebellion and a lie,” says Khal. “Two offenses in just three words. How would you punish him for that, Your Highness?”
“Punish him?”
“You torture and interrogate prisoners. Surely you have some ideas for punishing a disobedient thrall.”
“Maybe.”
“You should prepare a list of rules and consequences, so your thrall knows your expectations and the results if he defies or fails them. Consequences can be as simple as a negative tone of voice, refusing to look at your thrall, or forbidding a food they prefer. Or it could involve physical pain or discomfort, applied through paddles, belts, or tools like these.” He reaches into a pocket of his robes and removes a pair of small clamps.
Immediately Mala sways backward.
“Easy, darling,” Khal croons to her. “You are not in trouble. You see, Princess, Mala here is exquisitely sensitive, so I use very delicate punishments with her. She only wears the nipple clamps when she’s been very naughty, which is rare now. I have many extra pairs. I’ll see that you receive one before you leave.”
“So kind of you,” the Princess says, with a sideways look at me. I grimace, thinking of those clamps on my nipples.
Did the corner of her mouth twitch up?
“Of course a large part of thralldom is sexual satisfaction for the owner,” says Khal. “My pleasure is the priority, but I prefer for my thralls to enjoy themselves too. So I have trained them with specific words, sensations, and smells that can generate arousal or orgasm almost instantly.”
He points to the girl with the harp. “Yenna is being trained to become aroused by harp music—and by certain songs in particular. When I say her trigger word, she will come within seconds. Watch.”
“What the shit,” I whisper, and the Princess shoots me a warning glare.
“Yenna darling,” says Khal, in a clear, smooth tone. “Sweetmelon.”
Instantly the girl arches against the harp frame, gasping, squealing faintly, her limbs trembling as she convulses with a surge of pleasure.
“Thank you, my lord, thank you,” she pants.
“You’ve done well,” says Khal soothingly. “Good girl. Soothe yourself, and keep playing. You see, Your Highness, positive reinforcement is important. It is too often forgotten by thrall owners.”
“The amount of control you have is amazing,” says the Princess.
“Your praise humbles me, Highness.” Khal bows. “But this level of conditioning takes dedication, consistency, and time.”
“I don’t have time.” The Princess’s voice sharpens a little. “As you know, we leave for Summerglee in three days, and then there’s the two-day journey to the coast.”
“Keep it simple, then. Find out what your new thrall likes and reinforce good behavior with rewards. If he disobeys or fails repeatedly, use negative reinforcement.”
“Such as?”
“Perhaps he cannot use furniture for a week after he misbehaves,” Khal suggests. “Perhaps he must wear the nipple clamps or a restraint around his balls and cock. Perhaps he must kneel for a certain amount of time, or do a chore, or eat without using his hands. Anything to help him remember that he has displeased you. Always clarify why he is being punished.”
“Is all this really necessary?” she asks. “Surely there must be an easier way…”
Khal shakes his head with a sympathetic smile. “To do what I do, there is no shortcut. But each owner must decide what they want from their thrall. The more pliant, pleasant, and sexually skilled your thrall is, the more valuable he will be to you and to others. Before you lend him to anyone at Summerglee, you must be sure you can trust him to behave, or he will be an embarrassment, not an asset.”
The Princess nods, but I can tell she’s disturbed. Most likely she is frustrated by the vast amount of work that lies ahead of us both. Personally, I think I may vomit. All the gore I’ve seen in battle didn’t churn my guts as thoroughly as this conversation has.
Khal continues speaking. “Since you’re operating on a short timeline, my lady, I would focus on triggering him to get hard quickly with specific words, scents, or images. And teach him to last a long time before coming, even when he’s being subjected to physical stimulation. Quick arousal and stamina are two highly desirable traits in a male thrall.”
“Thank you for your advice, Khal,” says the Princess. They murmur a few more pleasantries to each other, he gives her a pair of jeweled nipple clamps, and then she beckons to me. “Come, thrall.”
We leave Khal’s mansion and descend the steps outside, flanked by the bodyguards. The moment we’re back in her carriage, the Princess pulls the curtains over the windows with a relieved exhale.
“Gods.” She tilts her head against the back of the cushioned seat. “Maybe I should give you to Vienne after all.”
Dread spikes in my gut. “I would rather stay with you,” I say quietly.
She frowns slightly, meeting my eyes. “But you wanted to be hers. You were disappointed when they took off the blindfold and you saw I was the one who claimed you.”
“At first, yes. But I’ve since had occasion to change my mind. I’m not saying I like you. You’re violent and disagreeable, with a sadistic streak. But you didn’t beat your sister to a pulp and drag your thrall from the room by his hair.”
“I would have beaten Vienne to a pulp if I were stronger.”
“Are you usually the one who starts those fights?” I counter.
Her eyes skew away from mine. “No.”
“Proof of my point. You and your sister are both unpredictable, savage, and cruel, but I would choose you every time.”
She doesn’t look at me, but she swallows. Puckers her lips. “Then mine you shall be,” she says at last. “But we’re not doing all of the things Khal does. I’ll devise my own kind of training for you.”
“As you command,” I say calmly.
Inwardly I shout a prayer of relieved thanks to the gods.
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I have already let my thrall disobey me far too often.
He talked out of turn at least twice at Khal’s. And that stunt of his last night, jerking my ankle, pulling me on top of him—I was going to punish him for it this morning, but when he turned from my balcony, gilded with sun and smiling with those eyes of honeyed darkness—my insides swirled around and settled into new places.
I hated the feeling. I cursed at him for being awake and then I went into the bathing room to wash and hide awhile.
No, I wasn’t hiding. I don’t hide.
But I do need my personal alone time. Unfortunately there isn’t much possibility of that for the next three days, since I have to spend every second getting him ready for Summerglee. And then we’ll be in close quarters with my sister and her entourage during the journey to the coast. And after that we'll be around people all the time for three horrible weeks.
I’m standing on my balcony, watching my sister and her thralls in the gardens below. She’s sitting on a bench with her skirts hiked up and Hennessy’s mouth between her legs while Ethwyn combs her hair. Two more thralls are tending to her nails, while another toys with her breasts through the fabric of her gown. She knows she’s in full view of my suite. She’s flaunting her retinue of obedient, skilled thralls. A clear message that although I may have gotten the man she wanted, he’s nowhere near as valuable or desirable as any of her thralls.
Whirling around, I march back inside.
I don’t care about her and her toys. She’s disgusting. Abhorrent.
Vienne took her first thrall at seventeen, but I’ve refused to consider taking a thrall until now, because—well, because I don’t like people touching me. And because I hate the idea of trapping another human in a choiceless cage. Apparently the growth of my ambition was all it took for me to abandon that tiny piece of moral high ground.
Ducayne is better off with me than he would have been with Vienne. Yet I’m still planning to use him for my own benefit. So am I really any better than her, or any of the other spoiled nobles I’ll interact with at Summerglee?
The enslavement of prisoners of war is a longstanding tradition on this continent, but many of the thralls come from impoverished families who sold their own children. Others are young and desperate and sell themselves into the life rather than stay on the streets or go to prison. And some choose this path for no other reason than a deep delight in the sexual arts. They enjoy taking a submissive role, and they enjoy the privileges that go along with a life of serving the wealthy.
Ducayne had no choice about becoming a thrall. He is an enemy to my family. His people and mine kill each other for land, for resources, and for prestige. Perhaps, as a murderer and a war criminal, he deserves this fate. At least, that is what I tell myself.
If there’s one thing I detest, it’s guilt. I usually drown it with action—torturing a prisoner, exercising my body, sharpening my knives, or riding. Today, I feel the itch to do all those things at once.
I close the window and pull the gauzy curtains across it to shut out any possible glimpse of Vienne.
“Is he done yet?” I snap at the two servants who are working over my thrall. There’s a sheet spread over the floor of my room, and he’s lying on it naked, face-down, while they apply the hair removal cream to his entire body—except for his head and throat, because I have a strange liking for the dark scruff along his jaw. I’ve been through the same magical treatment, though personally I don’t mind body hair. But in this kingdom, the fashion is to have none of it anywhere.
“We did the front already, leaving his jaw and throat untouched as you requested,” the servant says. “A few more minutes, and the back will be done as well. Then we’ll touch up any spots we missed.”
“Hurry up,” I order. “I want to do the training course a few times, maybe go for a run.”
“May I come?” asks Ducayne from the floor, and his voice is so smooth, so mellow, that my breath hitches. An image of the harpist at Khal’s flashes into my mind—her lovely body arching with pleasure. May I come?
“Um… what?” I say breathlessly.
“I asked if I might accompany you, Highness,” my thrall answers. “I need to keep my physique in top form if I’m to entice any allies at Summerglee.”
He wants to join me. For training. To stay in shape.
I can inhale again. “Very well. Come find me when you’re done.”
I enter my study and remove the drapery that usually covers my shrine to Arawn, the god of death. My prayer book is well-worn, speckled with notations and changes I’ve made to the prayers. I take my time filling the burners with incense, lighting them, and polishing the statue of Arawn. He’s carved from soapstone, with a deer’s skull and wide branching antlers. His form is multi-limbed and misshapen, yet somehow regal.
Kneeling, I begin murmuring one of my favorite chants—a celebration of the expectation of death.
I’m nearly done when I sense another presence in the study—a blackberries-and-fresh-grass fragrance I’m beginning to recognize. There’s a male warmth to his scent that quickens my pulse.
I hate him. Stupid thrall, entering my life and laying these choices before me, bringing guilt and agitation into my soul. I don’t entertain moral dilemmas. I simply do
what I want, and I ignore the right or wrong of it.
Even though I don’t look at him, I can sense when Ducayne kneels to my right, slightly behind me.
When I’m done with the prayer, he says quietly, “You worship Arawn?”
“What of it?”
“It’s unusual for a young, beautiful princess to worship the god of death.”
“I’m an unusual person.” I turn and meet his soft dark eyes. He’s on one knee, and he’s entirely naked—all carved abs and sinewy arms and golden-smooth skin. Bracelets chink on his wrists when he moves. His cock is fully erect.
“You didn’t put on any clothes,” I say in a choked voice.
“I thought you might want to practice with me first, before training. You know—testing my skills and stamina.”
I swallow, my fingers curling into the fringe of the prayer mat. “You don’t seem to have trouble getting aroused.”
“No,” he replies. “I don’t. Especially not around you.”
“You said you don’t like me,” I breathe.
“I don’t have to like your personality to appreciate your body.”
That hurts. And I hate that it hurts.
No one likes me, ever. Not for myself, anyway. If they pretend to like me at all it’s because of my position and wealth, and when they find out I’m not prone to doling out meaningless gifts and foolish favors, they quickly drift over to Vienne’s circle of sycophants.
But this man told me that between me and Vienne, he would choose me. Maybe I took that sentiment to heart more deeply than I thought.
He doesn’t like me as a person. He thinks me strange and cruel, which I am. But he’s my thrall, and he has no right to speak to me so boldly.
I strike his cheek twice, so hard my palm stings. “You have displeased me, thrall. From now on, do not come into my presence unclothed unless I command it. Do not proposition me, or try to seduce me. I am not here for your pleasure. Do you understand?”
His eyes snap with anger. “Yes, my lady.”
“Crawl out of the room backward,” I order. “Ask the servants for some clothes that are suitable for exercise. I’ve already ordered a wardrobe for you for Summerglee, but until then you’ll have to make do with whatever is available.”
I watch Captain Adraxas Ducayne crawl out of my study, backward, with his cock bobbing untouched between his thighs. He’s furious with me.
He needs to be punished for showing the anger so openly on his face.
So I bring the nipple clamps with me to our training session.
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We run the gauntlet first. It’s designed so two people can go through the obstacles at the same time—a race of sorts, and it’s immediately obvious that neither Ducayne nor I want to be the loser. He’s powerfully built, a warrior with actual training, while I’ve had to train myself. But I’m lighter, quicker, with better balance. While he’s swinging by his muscled arms across the series of overhead bars, I’m running along the narrow beam nearby. He pulls ahead on the rope climb, but I leap across the series of upright posts faster. In the end we both crash onto the final platform at the same time, sweating and panting.
“A fine course,” he says, breathless. “Do you run it often?”
“Almost every day.”
“And you do weapons training as well? You like knives, I know that much.” He jerks his head in the direction from which we came. I took off my knife-laden corset and thigh sheaths for the run, and they’re lying on the starting platform, where my two watchful bodyguards can keep an eye on them.
“Yes, I like knives,” I say. “But my father has not allowed me to train with weapons in a combat style, against an opponent. I know how to torture with them, how to throw them, how to attack an inanimate dummy, but I’ve never been permitted to train as a warrior.”
“Why not?” He wipes his wrist across his forehead.
“I suspect Vienne convinced him otherwise.” I shrug. “Every time I’ve requested such training, I've been rerouted to archery lessons, rock-climbing lessons, swimming lessons, anything but full combat with weapons. No wrestling or hand-to-hand, either.”
“Perhaps she knows you’d be a more formidable opponent if you learned those skills,” he says.
“Perhaps.”
He grasps the front of his tunic, pulling it away from his sweaty chest. “Permission to remove the shirt, my lady?”
“You may.” I reach into a small pocket of my pants and take out the tiny, jeweled nipple clamps. “I couldn’t help noticing your angry expression when I refused you earlier.”
His mouth tightens, and he glances away. “I’m a Captain, Highness. Not a very good one, perhaps—I never had the same mentality as most of the other soldiers—but I’m used to giving orders. And I’m accustomed to succeeding in my pursuit of women. Being commanded by you, rejected by you—yes, it made me angry.”
“This reality is new for you. I understand. But you can’t treat me as an equal. You must learn to control your expressions and submit to me, at least outwardly. You’re an enemy, a prisoner of war, not a willing courtesan or an idle noble enjoying a leisurely holiday.”
A muscle along his jaw flexes. He still won’t look at me.
“Take off your shirt,” I tell him.
He shucks it off, over his head, and lets it fall.
“Come here.”
He’s only a few steps away, but he comes even closer, looming over me. I can feel the heat of his body, the surge of his breath, the male dominance of him. And for the first time I feel menace, too—a resentful violence seething under the surface. The interaction between us earlier humiliated him. I think he hates me now.
My gaze fixes on the tattoo around his right bicep—moths, thorns, ravens.
He can’t hurt me.
“I think you need a reminder of what you are,” I tell him, in the soft, deadly voice I use for interrogations. “You’ve forgotten it, and that is my fault. I’ve allowed you too much freedom. Let these be a reminder of your new role.”
His stomach sucks in and out with his rapid breath as I lift one of the clamps to his breast. I pinch it open and center it over the bud of his nipple. Then I release, and it squeezes his flesh tight.
He huffs out a pained breath, and my eyes close with pleasure. I love that sound.
“Cruel woman,” he whispers.
“Rebellious words, thrall.” I twist the clamp ever so slightly, and he cries out. “My gods, man, you were a soldier. You bore my torture better than this.”
“I’m very—sensitive—in that area,” he hisses through gritted teeth.
I stare at him for a long moment, my heart pounding from more than the exercise. Then I clip the other clamp in place. “We’ll run the course again now.”
He groans, but he jogs obediently back to the start with me.
This time, I win.
I make Ducayne wear the clamps during three more rounds of the obstacle course and during a long run through the forest beyond the palace. My guards ride beside us as we run. When we return to the palace, my maids fill a bath for me, and when I’m done my thrall bathes as well. He asks if he can remove the clamps, but I tell him no.
“If you ask to remove them again, you’ll wear them longer,” I say.
He narrows his eyes at me. “I suggest you make a list of the rules, instead of inventing them as we go along.” Then he stalks into the bathing room and shuts the door.
“This won’t do,” I tell my maid. “He can’t keep sharing my space, my bath. Don’t my sister’s thralls have their own quarters?”
“They do, Your Highness.”
“Then I want a room assigned to him, near mine. Perhaps the Thornlake guest room, just down the hall. Please put in the request on my behalf.”
“Yes, Your Highness. It will take a little time to have the room furnished for a thrall.”
“He can share with me for two more days, and then the room can be prepared for him while we are at Summerglee. Tell the housemaster he can design and furnish it as he likes—I do not care how it looks.”
The maid bobs a curtsy and hurries away to do my bidding.
Before Ducayne has finished with his bath, there’s a scuffle outside my door. It’s flung open with a bang and my guard Penn hastily announces, “His Majesty the King!”
I drop my book and rise from the bed, my nerves lighting with panicked energy. I can’t remember the last time my father came to my room.
He strides in, robed in full regalia with a massive golden collar around his shoulders and medals pinned to his chest. His steel-toed boots crush my carpet. He looks down his prominent nose and manages to both encompass and dismiss everything in his view with a single curl of his lip. “Daughter.”
I sink to my knees and bow, touching my forehead to the floor. “My lord.”
“Your sister is most displeased with my gift of the Captain to you. She says she planned to claim him, and that you knew of her plan. Did you come to me first out of some malevolent intent to defraud her of the prize she craved?”
Of course I did, and he knows it. I could demur, try to be diplomatic. But my father prefers ruthless honesty.
“Yes, Padra. I came to you first, knowing she wanted him. She has eight thralls, and I had none until you graciously gifted me the Captain. I only wanted someone special I could take to Summerglee, so I could form connections and friendships, as I told you. It was less about defrauding her, and more about prioritizing my own success.”
He strokes his beard. “I can respect that. What I do not respect, Ruelle, is the reports of your activities with the enemy prisoner. Taking him for a drive into the city? Exercising with him in the training grounds? Running with him through the royal forest? These are not the activities a young woman should be engaged in during her first days with her new thrall. You should be—” he grimaces— “enjoying the man. Teaching him how to please you and others.”
“Yes, Padra,” I grit out.
“Have you succeeded in getting any more information from him?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
“This man is not your companion, child. He is a tool for pleasure and service—and a means to glean more information about our enemies. See that you treat him as such, or I will have to take him away from you and give him to someone who knows how to handle a thrall.”
“Yes, Padra.”
“I expect to hear news of his good service to you, and of your effective training measures, before you leave for Summerglee.”
I risk a glance at the king’s face. He doesn’t look as if he wants to hear that news at all. He looks as if the very thought of me having carnal relations makes him sick to his stomach. But I know he’s serious, too. If he feels I’m not handling my thrall properly, he’ll take the Captain away and give him to Vienne.
I refuse to let that happen.
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When my father leaves, the door to the bathing room opens slowly. My thrall stands there, smooth and sculpted, damp from the bath, wearing a towel around his hips. His black hair is in a bunchy knot on top of his head.
“Did you hear?” I ask.
He nods.
My entire body feels hot and tense. I can’t keep looking at my thrall, at the mounds of his pectorals, peaked with the jeweled clips. I can’t handle the V shape of his hips, or the sight of his strong bare legs emerging below the edge of the towel.
I have to focus on what must be done. The more we train together, the more casual and meaningless these acts will be. In time, his sexual skill will become a dull, matter-of-fact routine, not this titillating torment.
“We may as well begin now, since you are already naked,” I tell him. “Let’s work on your stamina, as Khal suggested. You’ll stroke yourself, and I’ll tell you when to start or stop. Let’s see how long you last.”
“I haven’t come in days,” he says, wincing. “This may be over rather quickly.”
“If you can last long enough, I’ll take off the clamps.”
“How long is long enough?”
“I’ll be the judge of that.” I snatch his towel away and lay it on my bedside table, pointing to it significantly. “Aim here. Don’t make a mess in my room.” I keep my gaze on his face, but every nerve I own screams for me to look, look, look at his body.
His eyes are pools of lustful rebellion. “Sex is messy, your Highness.”
“It doesn’t have to be.” I want to break my eye-lock with him, but I fear it would mean I’m giving in. So I hold his stare.
“Someday,” he says softly, “I am going to make a mess of you, Princess.”
A thrill circles through my stomach and chases up my spine. I back away from him, climbing onto my bed and settling in cross-legged among the bedding. I love bladed, sharp, dangerous things, but I have an affinity for soft things, too—thick rugs, velvety blankets, puffy feather-filled pillows. In this nest of mine, I feel more secure. He can’t get to me.
Plus there are three knives within easy reach, under my pillow.
“Stand there.” I point to a spot on the floor near the wall, not far from the bedside table.
As he obeys, his anklet, nipple clamps, and bracelets glitter in the afternoon light slanting through my windows. The light does wonderful things for his skin and the contours of his muscles, too. I have the strangest urge to make him turn around slowly, just so I can admire every angle of him, including his broad back and nicely curved backside. But I say nothing.
I do allow myself to look at his cock. It’s hardening and lifting, just from these few moments of discussion. My Captain is certainly sensitive.
“Like what you see?” he says, palming his length with an expert flourish that sends a tingle between my legs.
I shrug. “I’ve seen it a few times now. It’ll do. Now, begin… if you…” I hesitate. “If you feel so inclined.”
He looks up at me sharply. “I do feel inclined. Thank you, Princess.”
My father and my sister would disapprove of that concession to Ducayne’s will and wishes. But I couldn’t help it. His body proclaimed his readiness, but I wanted to be sure of his consent.
He strokes himself firmly, slowly. My insides begin to melt at the sight. It feels as if everything inside me, every icy purpose and rigid desire—all of it is liquefying, pooling between my legs.
Ducayne’s breathing shortens, and a few clear drops emerge from the tip of his cock. He’s tensing, shoulders bowing, eyes closing—
“Stop,” I say.
He vents a broken groan and catches his lower lip in his teeth. He’s not smiling now.
“Again.”
He touches the tip of his length, spreading the precum over the head, and my sex flutters, growing even hotter and wetter. I shift my position a little while he rubs himself rhythmically. His fingers are thick, strong, male, beautiful. I have never wanted a man to touch me before, but this man—
“Stop,” I gasp.
He groans, but he obeys, lifting both hands up.
“Again,” I say, after a few minutes.
Once more he takes his shaft in hand, running his fingers along it a little faster. Breath huffs from him, and his stomach contracts, his hips yearning forward as he strokes—I can tell he’s almost there—
“Stop.”
Ducayne roars and slams his hand against the wall. His entire beautiful, massive body is hard as a rock, shining with sweat.
I have never been so glad that my nether regions are concealed with pillows and blankets. My underclothes are soaked, and I’m afraid my pants soon will be too. I’ll have to hide the fact from him until I can change into my dinner dress.
“Wait,” I tell him.
He presses his forehead to the wall, heaving frustrated gasps.
Long moments pass.
He turns his head aside, still leaning against the wall, and he looks at me, dark desperation in his eyes.
His cock bounces, and he looks away quickly. “Gods.”
Did he almost come just from looking at me? A fresh rush of heat rises into my face.
Again we both wait.
“Touch yourself,” I say.
I let him stroke a few more times before I order him to stop. This time he rams both forearms against the wall, pressing his face against his fists and swearing repeatedly.
“Stroke again,” I tell him a few minutes later. “Don’t stop this time. But see how long you can hold off the release.”
His forehead knots in concentration as he pumps a hand along his cock. He’s clearly thinking of something to calm his raging arousal, because he lasts another few minutes before he gasps, “I’m going to come—I can’t stop it—”
“Come then.” I try to speak calmly, so he can’t hear the desperation in my voice. I want to touch myself so badly I can hardly stand it. But I refuse to do it with him in my suite. I refuse to let him know how much he affects me.
He turns, aiming for the cloth I laid out, and then he’s coming, crying out, hips jerking.
A wild hunger washes through my body, an aching want I can barely crush down. But I manage to hide it. I have perfected a mask of indifference that I wear while torturing people, or while enduring Vienne’s discourses on my worthlessness and my unsociable nature. I wear that mask now, while my beautiful enemy stands naked in my room and spends himself all over one of my towels.
When he’s done, I rise from the bed and remove the clamps from his chest. “You did well,” I say coolly. “We’ll try another skill tomorrow. Get dressed for dinner.”
I have no doubt my bodyguards and possibly some servants heard his cries of release from the hallway. They’ll report to my father’s guards and my sister’s servants. They always do.
The only people I trust to be loyal only to me are two of my maids, and sometimes Penn. Even he occasionally passes information to my father that I would rather keep private. But I suppose it’s to be expected. The palace staff are loyal to power, not people. Their allegiance is to the man currently on the throne and the woman who will take it from him when he dies, if not before.
Just once, I would like someone to be solely loyal to me.
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The Princess prepares for dinner with a focused desperation that fascinates me.
She dresses in her enormous closet with the help of a maid, while I’m given strict orders to sit by the window. When she emerges in her dinner gown, I watch her add the jeweled coronet, the earrings, the necklace, the gloves, and the shoes, all with the firm jaw and steely eyes of a warrior going into battle. She does it all herself, barely accepting help from the maid. But she does order the maid to prepare me for dinner.
The maid, Jan, hands me a suit of soft dark velvet, deep purple and black—only pants and a vest, no shirt. The vest is silky inside, and I’m grateful for that, because my nipples are sore from the clamps. The deep V of the vest shows the valley between my pectorals. Above the low waist of the pants, a slice of my stomach is visible.
I’ve never dressed like this in my life—choosing garments that show off the parts of me most appealing to the female gaze. It’s interesting, somewhat flattering, and also disturbing.
“Is this how women feel all the time?” I muse aloud. “Dressing themselves so that their breasts, legs, and asses are shown to best advantage for the gaze of men?”
The Princess turns slowly around from her dressing table. “I don’t strive to please men. I dress to please myself, and so do many women.”
“Of course. Forgive me.” I’ve said something wrong again.
She is hard as ice, this one. No—harder, because ice can shatter or melt, and there’s been little sign of either from her, even when I was pleasuring myself right before her eyes. Sometimes she seems as if she’s admiring me, but then she turns away and says something caustic, so I can’t be sure.
Jan seems to be suppressing a smile as she paints my eyelids and lashes. The Princess leans toward the mirror, applying her own cosmetics.
“She doesn’t like to be touched,” whispers the maid, barely above a breath.
“I figured that,” I whisper back.
“Her family does not hug, cuddle, or touch, except to hurt each other,” Jan continues. “Her only connection to intimate touch is through torture sessions, fights with her sister, or whippings from her father.”
“Whippings?”
“She has no scars, because she is always healed afterward. But yes. Whippings. Rare, but they do happen.”
The Princess turns toward us. “What are you two whispering about?”
“The color for his eyelids, Highness,” says Jan casually. “Should we do gold, to match his jewelry, or purple to match the vest? Or dark blue to match your gown?”
“Gold,” says the Princess, and sweeps into the bathing room.
“Thank you, Jan,” I say to the maid, meeting her eyes. She’s young and attractive, quick to smile. I like her, and I get the sense that she would be far more prone to accept my attentions than the frosty Princess.
To test my theory, I give Jan a slow smile, letting desire glow in my gaze.
She sucks in a breath. Brushes her hair back from her face with a trembling hand, gives me a cautious smile in return.
Yes, I could easily seduce the maid. But a royal thrall isn’t allowed any other sexual liaisons—only those approved by their owner. And truthfully, I want the Princess herself. I want to conquer her resistance, rush inside her walls, claim her inner sanctum as mine, set my flag there first so no one else dares approach.
Jan finishes with my eyes and dusts my chest and arms lightly with gold powder. Then she backs away, just as the Princess emerges from the privy.
“Time to go,” snaps the Princess. She doesn’t give me any shoes, but she latches the collar around my neck again. She gives the chain attached to it a slight tug. “Come along, thrall.”
“Gladly, Your Loveliness,” I murmur.
The Princess looks at me sharply. “Keep your distance until we get into the dining hall. You’ll kneel by my chair for the entirety of dinner, and you’ll stay as still as you can unless I order otherwise.” She starts to open her bedroom door, then closes it again and lowers her voice. “No matter what happens, do not try to defend me. My father and sister won’t hesitate to have you killed on the spot.”
“I’ll be careful,” I promise. “And you, Princess—you be careful, too. I don’t wish to see you in pain.”
I’ve drifted too close to her, and I know it the moment her eyes widen and flash. I’m expecting the slap this time, and I manage to hold my head still when it comes—her small palm whipping my cheek with shocking force—an explosion of stinging pain.
The Princess is breathing fast, her cheeks red. “I said keep your distance.”
I back away, nearly to the full length of the chain. “Forgive me, mistress.”
Without answering, she jerks the bedroom door open and tows me out into the hall.
I mark the turns we take, mentally constructing the layout of the palace. Now that I’m being allowed to see the route we’re taking, I’ll have a permanent map of the building in my head, thanks to my military training. I note the exits and windows and guard stations automatically. Security is good here. I can’t see any holes. Not that I could escape even if there were—my tattoo prevents it, at least for now. But I haven’t forgotten what the Princess told me, about how the royal tattoo mage is not the best, how her tattoos lose their effectiveness over time.
I have no idea how long that erosion of the magic might take. But someday, I may be able to escape.
The Princess’s steps falter a little, and that’s how I know we’re nearing the dining hall.
Quietly I speak to her. “I will do my best to honor you in front of them.”
“If you don’t, I’ll punish you,” she replies.
“How?”
She turns and glares. “I’ll make you sleep on the carpet again.”
“And if I do well? May I sleep in your bed with you?”
“No!” she whispers harshly. “Shut up.”
I grin at her.
“Behave,” she hisses. And with a sharp tug at my chain, she draws me into the dining hall.
I follow her with my head bowed submissively. I won’t give her sister the chance to mock her, or her father the excuse to take me away from her. She is my best option for a decent existence.
The King isn’t present yet, for which I’m glad. My nerves tighten at the thought of seeing the ruler of my people’s enemies. I’ve seen his generals, heard his voice in the Princess’s room, but I haven’t gotten a glimpse of him.
Crown Princess Vienne is present at the table. She’s truly a stunning beauty, like a glorious, vibrantly colored painting. I can’t help marveling at the lustrous, fiery scarlet of her hair. And those lips—plump, rich crimson, kissable enough to make a man insane with want. I don’t look at her face for more than a second, though. I don’t want to give her the satisfaction.
Vienne’s chair is flanked by two kneeling male thralls—a man with olive skin and one with a rosy, freckled complexion. Behind Vienne stand two more thralls, the pale-skinned blond one I saw when the princesses were fighting, and one with glossy black skin. Three of the men have been shaved bald. Apparently the only male thrall of Vienne’s who is allowed to have hair is the blond one. Her favorite, maybe.
I’m glad I got to keep my hair. A silly thing to be grateful for, but I am.
My Princess takes her seat and gestures toward the floor on her right. I kneel beside her, knees apart, with my spine straight and my head slightly bowed.
The two princesses don’t acknowledge each other at all. But Princess Vienne says, “Hennessy, wine.”
The ebony-skinned man standing behind her moves to a sideboard where glass bottles of liquor are set. From the corner of my eye, I can see him pouring out a glass of wine. Every movement of his is graceful, sensual.
He hands the wine cup to the blond thrall with the long hair, who sips briefly before handing it back. Then Hennessy gives the wine to Princess Vienne.
Am I supposed to test my Princess’s food and drink? I risk a tiny glance up at her, seeking a sign.
She’s looking at me, and my heart trips over itself. In her splendid dinner gown, with her blonde hair twisted up in a fancy style, with that glittering diadem set on her head—she looks every inch a queen worthy of my worship.
“Wine, Ducayne,” she says quietly.
I bow my head to her and rise, mimicking the way Hennessy moved. My chain has just enough slack for me to reach the sideboard and pour the wine. When I return to her, I lift the cup to my lips and taste a little before handing it over as carefully as I can.
Her silky fingers slide over mine as she takes the cup, and a thrill races up my arm to blaze in my chest.
A little awkwardly I resume my kneeling position, just as the King is announced. I keep my head down, but I sneak a look at him. Roughly hewn features, a short black beard. The thin lips and sharp eyes of a man who does not show mercy. Earrings, medals, a giant collar of gold. A puffed doublet in a style from a decade ago.
“I’m pleased to see your new thrall behaving, Ruelle,” says the King. “And you, Vienne, you look beautiful as ever. I hope the two of you will let this matter rest now, and look forward to a productive and pleasant stay at the beach palace.”
“Yes, Padra,” they chorus.
The meal begins. It’s interminable. Miserable. I’ve never had to sit by and watch everyone else eat during a splendid feast—not for years anyway. When I was a child and my mother hosted parties, she would trot me in sometimes and let everyone coo over me— “such a beautiful boy,” and then she would have my nurse hustle me back upstairs. Even though my mouth watered for the delicious food she and her friends were enjoying, I knew better than to ask.
Even more than the rich food, I would have enjoyed a little time with her. But I was a false trophy, trotted out briefly and then hurried back into seclusion lest I betray my true nature of “willful, wild wickedness," as Mother put it.
The ache of those memories hasn’t surfaced inside me for years—at least, not that I let myself acknowledge. But now it rises, dark and bitter, until I can practically taste the loneliness, deprivation, and rejection on my tongue.
But I try not to show it. I keep my expression steady and placid. I wait, though I hate waiting. I kneel for the entire hour and a half of awkward, scanty conversation and familial tension.
By the end, one of my legs is asleep. When my Princess finally requests to be excused, I try to shift my weight subtly, desperate to wake up the leg.
“How is his tongue work, Ruelle?” the Crown Princess says abruptly.
“Tongue work?” Ruelle sinks back into her seat.
“His oral game will need to be stellar, no matter what gender he’s pleasuring,” Vienne says. “Everyone at Summerglee loves a good tonguing. Don’t tell me you haven’t tested those skills.”
“I tested his sensitivity and stamina today,” says Ruelle. “He’s excellent in both areas.”
“But of course you haven’t let him touch you.” Vienne rocks back in her chair, her plump red lips spreading in a wide, smug smile. “Maybe you should let the Captain whip you, Ruelle. Maybe then you can finally manage an orgasm.”
“That’s enough of this crude talk.” The King rises abruptly. “Do not refer to him as the Captain again, either of you. He is merely a thrall. An enemy brought low by the might of my armies. Collared and chained, kneeling in subjugation at my table.”
I can feel the King’s heavy gaze on me, but I don’t look up.
“Yes, Padra,” say the girls. “Good night.”
“Good night,” replies the King.
His daughters rise and make low obeisance to him. I follow the example of the other thralls and bend forward, my brow touching the floor, until he has gone.
Ruelle tugs my chain, and I do my best to walk behind her without wincing, despite the pins and needles dancing through my leg.
“You should just give the thrall to me now,” Vienne calls after us. “He’s wasted on a callous little torture fiend like you.”
My Princess doesn’t reply. She doesn’t speak at all, even after we reach her room. She removes my collar and chain, then begins divesting herself of her jewels in front of the mirror at her dressing table. Her features are porcelain—beautiful, hard, and brittle.
“You did well,” she says at last.
“Thank you, mistress.” I keep watching her, hoping she will look at me.
She meets my eyes in the mirror, and rage flashes into her gaze instantly. “Stop staring at me with that pitying look.”
I can’t. Because I feel sorry for her, more so than I’ve felt for anyone in a long time.
When I keep staring, she screeches with frustration and whirls around. “How dare you presume to pity me? I am the Second Princess of Thannira. I have everything—health, beauty, wealth, and power—everything most people would kill for. And you—what are you? A hunk of dumb, useless meat I’m forced to preen and peddle in order to curry favor with oversexed noble brats.”
She’s shaking all over, white-faced, but hectic color burns in her cheeks. Her eyes are tear-bright. “You think your former rank, your education, and your fine face make you worth something? You’re nothing. Less than nothing. You’ve got a couple of useful holes, a cock, and a tongue. That’s all. Don’t ever let me see pity on your face again. Go sleep on the sofa in the study.”
I’ve seen that sofa. It’s far too short and narrow for someone of my height and breadth, and we both know it.
She’s being unjust. I served her well, and she’s punishing me because I felt sorry for her, for having to deal with her wretched family.
Well, my pity is rapidly vanishing.
“As you wish, Princess Bitch,” I say.
A stupid thing to say to her. Moronic. Idiotic.
At first I think her head might literally explode from sheer rage. But then she draws a long, shaking breath and releases it.
For a moment I think I’ll get away with the insult.
Then she tears off her gloves. “Strip,” she says. “Take everything off and lie face-down on the floor.”
I contemplate rebellion. But she probably has one or more knives on her person, and I’d rather not give her an excuse to use them. So I take off my clothes, and I stretch out naked on my belly, my cheek pressed to the rug. The position, my own nudity, and the soft friction of the thick carpet are enough to trigger a faint pulse of arousal through my cock.
The Princess goes to a drawer and fetches a braided leather belt. When she approaches me, she trails the end of the strap across my buttocks. It tickles, and my skin is immediately sensitized, waiting.
My cock throbs against the carpet.
Another graze of the leather, and then—snap! The length of it stings across my backside.
I don’t make a sound. I’ve gotten far worse from her, like the stab wound in my thigh.
But when she strikes again, and again, I can’t help releasing a grunt of pain.
“You will learn to respect me,” she says in a choked voice.
Another lash of the belt, a bright slap of pain across my rear.
“Is this how your father whipped you?” I ask.
She freezes.
I wait for the next lash.
“Who told you?” she whispers. “Was it Penn? Or Jan? The healer, maybe?”
When I don’t speak, she backs away. “Get out of my sight. Go.”
I push myself up, gather my clothes, and retreat to the study for an uncomfortable night of ass pain on the cramped sofa.
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Jan must be the one who told Ducayne about the way my father used to whip me.
Padra always had me strip from the waist down and bend over for whippings. The last time he whipped my backside, I was fourteen and I—gods help me, I was aroused by it. I tried not to be. I still don’t understand why it happened. One of my father’s personal servants was in the room, and he must have noticed it somehow and spoken of it to my sister’s servants, who then told Vienne about my greatest shame.
My only comfort was that after that incident, Padra never beat me again.
I don’t know what possessed me to punish my thrall in the same way. I am sick. Sick and cruel.
Guilt crawls up my throat as I curl myself tighter in bed. I push it aside, refocus the regret into anger.
I can’t believe Jan would tell Ducayne about the incident, or that he would have the audacity to mention it to my face. But I will have my revenge on both of them.
The next day, I leave my thrall alone for the entire morning while I ride and practice archery. After luncheon, which I eat at the little table on my balcony, I summon Ducayne and Jan to the study. I direct them to take places on the sofa where I made Ducayne sleep last night.
“You two have become quite intimate,” I say. “Whispering secrets to each other. Exchanging little smiles and admiring looks. I’ve noticed.”
Jan pales. “No, Your Highness, I never—”
“Hush.” I halt her with a gesture. “You’re fortunate that I am in a forgiving mood. So we’re going to use this opportunity. You may take your flirtation to the next step, with my full approval. Ducayne needs to practice giving pleasure with his tongue, and Jan—you have no lover at present, do you? You could do with a bit of pleasure, I’ll wager. Ducayne will practice on you. I will be in the next room, close enough to know if you disobey me or try to fake it.”
Jan is staring at me, shocked, but there’s a faint shimmer of delight in her eyes and a flush in her cheeks. I’ve known her a long time, and I can tell she is pleased to do this, not only for me, but also for herself.
Ducayne is flushed, too, and he looks—not angry, exactly—but intense. His eyes bore into mine with a ferocity that makes me want to recoil. I force myself to stare back, unflinching, daring him to challenge me.
“I will do this, Highness,” he says. “You can make me do it, either way. But I will only perform willingly and gladly, with full consent, if you are present in the room.”
My pulse ticks up. He wants me to watch?
Ducayne’s mouth curves up, the tiniest bit, at one corner. He’s still holding my gaze.
My mouth is suddenly dry. “I will sit behind the sofa during the… um… procedure.”
That position will give Jan some privacy, while allowing me to confirm that Ducayne is performing his task.
It’s a bargain I shouldn’t make with him, but I have already set the precedent for establishing his consent in these matters. It’s important to me.
And he was clever enough to understand that, and to use my weakness to his advantage.
I cannot trust him. Not now, not ever.
I push the padded stool from the desk behind the couch and plant myself on it. My view is the low, curved back of the sofa, the back of Jan’s head, and part of her lap. And I have a full view of Ducayne as he moves off the sofa and kneels before my maid.
His black hair is unbound today, scattered over his shoulders. His tunic hangs loose at the neck, showing the cleft of his throat and the strong lines of his collarbones.
“If I may,” he says softly to Jan, and she nods, moving her knees apart.
He pushes her skirts up, slowly, keeping his eyes on mine. “First, Your Highness, I help the subject feel comfortable.” He kisses the inside of Jan’s knee tenderly, then her inner thigh, just above her stocking. Another kiss, slightly higher.
I’m mesmerized by the semicircle fringes of his dark lashes as his eyes close, as he focuses himself entirely on my maid. Her breathing has already changed, growing shallower as he works his way up, kissing and stroking her skin. There’s a brief pause while he removes her panties, and then he spreads her thighs wider.
“Scoot to the edge for me, love,” he says to Jan, and my whole body lights up. My lower belly feels as if it’s glowing inside, warm and ready.
“You’re so lovely,” Ducayne says, and though his fingers are playing beneath the edge of Jan’s bunched skirts, he’s looking right at me. “You’re wet for me, darling. Admit it.”
“I’m wet for you,” says Jan faintly. “Oh, gods.”
My lips part, and I shift on the stool. Ducayne flashes me a wild, wicked, beautiful grin, and then he plunges in.
His face is concealed between my maid’s legs, behind the roll of crumpled skirts that she clutches out of his way. I can only see the top of his head, but whatever he’s doing to her is working. Her breath is hitching higher, faster—she takes one hand from her skirts and bites her wrist, writhing. Then she sinks that same hand reflexively into Ducayne’s dark hair. He moans enthusiastically, moving his face deeper into her sex.
I hate the two of them with such ferocity I think I might split apart.
Jan squeals and bucks as he braces both palms against her thighs, still working her with his mouth. She comes with a shriek, her body twisting, her legs shaking and jerking.
I watch her reaction, astonished beyond the point of embarrassment. I pleasure myself now and then, but I’ve never approached the level of ecstasy that my maid is apparently experiencing.
As she comes down from the peak, gasping, Ducayne’s head keeps bobbing gently. He’s soothing her through the last of it.
When he finally lifts his face, he’s flushed and glowing, and his lips gleam wetly. He licks his mouth, a sinfully languid sweep of his tongue. His eyes seem darker than ever, dark with desire.
“I can make the experience last longer, if the occasion calls for it,” he says. “And that, my Princess, is how I please a woman.”
My Princess.
My Princess, my Princess… my Princess.
His words keep echoing in my head. I can barely form a coherent sentence. “Well, Jan—in your opinion, did he perform this skill reasonably well?”
“Oh yes, my lady,” she says breathlessly. “Best I’ve had from a man’s mouth.”
“Good.” Grudgingly I meet my thrall’s eyes again. “Are you—are you equally good at doing that to a man?”
Ducayne wipes his mouth on his sleeve. “Never used my mouth on a man before. But I’ve had good head many times myself, and I think I can do the job well. If your Highness wants me to call in your bodyguard Penn, for practice—”
“No!” The word is louder and sharper than I intended, so I rein in my voice. “No, that won’t be necessary. Jan, you may go whenever you’re ready.”
Ducayne helps her up, holds her panties while she steps into them, adjusts her garters and settles her skirts in place. I have to fight myself not to dismiss Jan on the spot. But she’s been my maid for years. I can’t banish her for doing what I commanded.
“Thank you,” Jan says to Ducayne. “And thank you, Princess.”
She leaves the study, and I hear the bedroom door shut behind her.
I stay on the stool.
Ducayne faces me from his side of the sofa, his legs braced slightly apart. There’s a notable bulge in his pants.
“You want to fuck her,” I say.
“I belong to you.”
Those words, with a different meaning behind them, could break me. Fortunately for both of us, he only means them in the most obvious, practical way.
“You are sufficiently prepared for Summerglee,” I mutter. “We will do no more training. Tomorrow we rest and prepare for the journey.”
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The first day of our journey to the coast is long and dull. The Princess and I share a carriage with her maid—not Jan, but a woman named Meldare, about fifteen years my senior, who is prone to chattering constantly about dull subjects. I suspect Jan was supposed to come with us, and was denied the privilege at the last moment because the Princess doesn’t want her interacting with me.
The “practice session” with Jan was Ruelle’s suggestion, but I could tell she didn’t like it. Afterward her face was entirely scarlet, and she did not move from her stool for a long time.
The Princess allows me to keep the carriage windows open for a fresh breeze, and she lets me read during the journey. Still, I can’t bear the confines of the vehicle for the entire day, so around mid-afternoon I request permission to get out.
“You want to run alongside the carriage?” The Princess’s brows rise.
“I’d like the exercise, if Your Highness will permit it.”
She glances down at her skirts. She and Vienne are both traveling in finery to suit their rank, but I suspect Ruelle would prefer to strip off the skirts, jump from the carriage, and run along with me.
“Do it then,” she mutters. “But remember, your tattoo won’t allow you to escape.”
“I know.” I strip off my shirt, noting her shocked expression. With a quick grin at her, I fling open the carriage door and leap out.
One of the Princess’s bodyguards, who is riding beside the carriage, startles at my appearance. He half-draws his sword, but Ruelle calls out, “It’s all right! He has my permission.”
The guard nods and shoves his sword back into its sheath.
I run beside the procession, quickly outpacing Ruelle’s carriage and moving ahead. It feels good to stretch my limbs, work my muscles, and feel the blood pumping through my body.
The carriage of Crown Princess Vienne is much larger than Ruelle’s—immense, in fact. I quicken my pace and run abreast of it, curious. Through the open windows I glimpse the cushioned interior, where two of the Princess’s thralls are sipping wine and exchanging slow kisses. Vienne herself is sitting in Hennessy’s lap while the blond thrall feeds her ripe berries one by one.
The Crown Princess catches sight of me through the carriage window, and her eyes light up.
Shit.
Vienne shoves her blond thrall aside roughly and lunges forward, leaning out the carriage window. The position and the low neckline of her gown amplify her creamy cleavage. Her eyes sparkle, and she smiles at me as if I am currently the most important person in her world. If I hadn’t seen her beating Ruelle to a bloody pulp the other night, I’d think her completely charming, full of kindness and light.
“Ducayne, is it?” Vienne calls out. “Taking a little exercise?”
“Yes, Your Highness.” I bow my head to her.
“We like to exercise too, don’t we, boys?” she says to her thralls, and they murmur a hearty assent. “Why don’t you join us in my carriage and show me what that body of yours can do?”
I need to be careful how I reject her.
“I beg your pardon, most beautiful Majesty,” I say. “I must return to my lady in a moment.”
“Your lady.” Vienne scoffs. “A man like you was made to serve someone like me, not that sour, twisted little icebox. She will never appreciate your virility and your potential. With me, you will glory in your subjugation, your loss of selfhood. You will discover that only through complete, abject submission to your true queen can you find the pinnacle of ecstasy and the real purpose of your existence. Ethwyn here knows that, don’t you, pet?” She squeezes the blond thrall’s face in her hand.
“I exist for your pleasure, my darling,” he replies.
“Yes, you do. Stick out your tongue.”
He obeys, and she sucks on it with those beautiful red lips of hers, watching me sidelong.
“You are far too glorious a mistress for a dog such as I,” I respond, bowing my head again. “Your Highness.”
I slow down, jogging in place to let her carriage pass. But as it rolls on, I see Vienne bite Ethwyn’s tongue vindictively, so hard he cries out.
I drop back to Ruelle’s carriage and run beside it until I tire. Then I pull open the door, hop up the step, and jump inside.
The Princess recoils, wrinkling her nose. “You smell like sweat.”
“Forgive me, my lady.” I’m about to take my seat again when the carriage jolts, sending me into Her Highness’s lap.
She beats at me with her small fists. “Get off, you big sweaty brute!”
“Of course.” I’m about to move, but—her face is so kissably close. I catch one of her flailing fists in my hand, and I look into her eyes. Green eyes, flooding mine with a toxic dose of her soul. Toxic, and addictive.
“Move,” she growls.
I pull back, retreating to my seat opposite her, beside the maid. Ruelle turns quickly to stare out the window.
She doesn’t look at me again until we’re approaching the inn where we are to stay for the night. It’s a fine establishment, very exclusive, or so the maid tells me. She prattles on about the year the inn was first established, how many royals and nobles have stayed here through the decades, how many deaths have occurred in the place, which rooms are haunted by spirits.
“Spirits?” Ruelle frowns, and her fingers drift to her waist, where I suspect at least two tiny knives are concealed in her corset.
“Why, Princess,” I say. “You worship the god of death himself. You aren’t afraid of ghosts, are you?”
“Of course not,” she says haughtily.
“Because why would you be?” I lower my voice to a mysterious tone. “Ghosts are merely the spirits of dead murderers, people so foul that Arawn himself turned them away from the Pit and forbade them entrance to the Otherworld. They only prowl in search of the darkest human souls, seeking to corrupt them further and lead them into an existence of eternal pain and wandering.”
The maid chuckles nervously. “There now—what would a Yurstin captain know of the subject?”
“Ah, dear Meldare.” I shake my head, keeping my face solemn. “Too much. I know far too much on the subject. You see—I’ve encountered ghosts before.”
“You have?” The Princess’s eyes widen, and she casts a swift glance out the window, into the darkening forest.
“I have. When I was twelve, I attended a private school deep in the northern wilds of Yurstin, near the Black Hills. Those hills were once home to a hundred priests of Arawn, who were so devoted they would conduct the most dire and dreadful sacrifices in his honor. Human sacrifices.”
“Meldare,” says the Princess hoarsely. “Come and sit on this side of the carriage.”
The maid obeys, and the two of them sit shoulder to shoulder, staring at me in fascinated horror. The inside of the carriage is dimly lit by the stray beams of a lantern hanging outside. In its somber glow, our faces are strangely shadowed.
I have not been so delighted since I arrived in Thannira. But I restrain my smile, and I speak as dolefully as I can.
“As I lay in the dormitories of the school one night, I began to hear things. Distant wails and screams from far, far away among the hills and barrows. The forests there are dark and dreadful—much like these.” I gesture to the black trees rolling past. “You could wander for days and never find your way out from beneath those matted branches. All the souls of those priests and their victims are trapped in that tangle of boughs, for Arawn is a just god, and would not accept the priests nor their bloody sacrifices. But now and then, one of the priests’ souls wiggles free of the wood and floats up into the night sky.”
I lift my hand, letting my fingers ripple through the air. “And the soul wanders, moaning, until it senses someone on the brink of death—or someone cruel and wicked, someone worthy of pain. Then, with a shriek, it dives—”
“Princess!” barks a voice at the carriage window, and both Ruelle and the maid scream at the top of their lungs.
Chaos erupts as bodyguards gallop to our aid, carriages grind to a halt, and frantic questions fly. I sit back, stifling my inner merriment, until the guards have been reassured that the Princess is in no real danger, and we may carry on. Apparently the guard who came to the window merely wanted to mention that a bridge ahead is out, and we will have to go downstream to the ford rather than crossing in the usual place.
As the carriage begins to move again, I shake my head, clucking my tongue. “This is how it always begins.”
“What do you mean?” asks the Princess.
“These incidents of horror and haunting. They always begin with some hapless travelers being forced to change their route late at night.”
“But we have guards,” says Ruelle. “And I have knives. We are protected.”
“Sweet Highness,” I say, in my most pitying tone. “Don’t you know that knives are no good against ghosts?”
She has a blade drawn and she’s across the carriage before I can blink. She stands between my knees, bending because of the carriage’s low roof, pressing the knife to my neck. Delight pulses through my heart, and I smile up at her.
“You are toying with me, thrall,” she hisses. Her eyes blaze, and the tip of her pert nose nearly touches mine. I’m inhaling her hot, panicked breath. My gaze drops to her lips, and arousal traces through my blood, stiffening my cock.
“Toying with you?” I say softly. “I would never.”
“Ford ahead!” calls someone outside, and the carriage jolts and bumps wildly, tilting down at the front, at my end. The Princess stumbles forward, and her knife cuts the skin of my neck a little. But I don’t care, because her body sways into me, and her lips brush against mine.
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When my mouth touches Ducayne’s, a panicked, tingling thrill courses through my body. He’s still shirtless, still smelling of sweaty, powerful man. Still smiling insolently against my mouth. His strong arms wrap around me, holding me steady.
My fingers tighten on the knife, and I nearly stab him in the throat with it.
I nearly pierce his artery and let his life spill out.
I’m beyond thought or reason—my fingers are already twitching, my arm is already drawing back for the killing blow. I almost can’t halt the impulse.
And that terrifies me more than his talk of ghosts.
My father kills people occasionally, and so does Vienne. But I never have.
Yet here in this darkness, in my keyed-up state, I nearly end my thrall.
By Arawn’s mercy, I stop myself just in time.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. The carriage is still jostling but I manage to move away, onto the seat beside him.
“It’s a scratch,” he says cheerfully, touching his throat. “No harm done, my lady.”
He thinks I mean the little accidental scrape of the blade on his neck. He has no idea how close I came to murdering him in my anger, in my reflexive panic. Being touched by him triggered everything inside me—all the dark memories I bury and all the soft impulses I crush. I wasn’t myself for a moment.
Or perhaps I was.
Perhaps I am one of the wicked souls that ghosts come to haunt.
The thought clings to me like scum to a stagnant pond as the carriage lumbers across the ford, creaks up the slope beyond, and rattles onward to the inn. By the time we arrive, it is after midnight.
At my nod, Ducayne leaves the carriage first. He extends his hand to help me down, in the manner of a well-bred gentleman. I hesitate on the carriage step, glancing to my left, where two of Vienne’s thralls have crouched on the ground, forming steps for her to descend. The other two thralls stretch out their arms like railings for her use.
Ducayne frowns slightly at my hesitation and follows my glance.
“Ah,” he says. And before I can tell him not to bother, he drops onto the paving stones of the inn courtyard, presenting his broad bare back for me to step on.
My guard Penn swings down from his horse and holds out his hand. I take it, and I set my boot on Ducayne’s back. Another quick step, and I’m on firm ground again. My legs feel stiff and wobbly from so many hours in the carriage.
When I look up, my sister is watching us. She eyes Ducayne as he rises and brushes dirt from his pants. “I need a wash,” he says, with a rueful grin. “How do her thralls manage to look perfectly groomed at all times?”
“They don’t always,” I tell him. But I don’t elaborate on the memories that rise with the comment.
The innkeeper and her wife come out to meet us. They greet Vienne enthusiastically, but as I approach with Meldare, Ducayne, and my two bodyguards, our hosts’ faces fall.
“Oh—oh, Your Highness,” says the innkeeper. “We were told that only the Crown Princess would be passing through.”
“Were you indeed?” says Vienne, fluffing her red curls. “What an unfortunate oversight.”
“Yes, well, as your Highnesses know, our rooms are booked far in advance, and we are full tonight—many wealthy families heading for the coast, you see.” The innkeeper smiles nervously. “We have our finest suite and our best food prepared for the Crown Princess and her favored thralls, of course, and we have two other rooms for her guards and servants, but—”
“But you have no room prepared for me,” I finish.
Of course this is Vienne’s doing. Her messengers made the travel arrangements. And she is already flouncing into the inn, attended by her retinue, rejoicing in the fact that once again, she has made me feel left out, wretched, and rejected.
“Perhaps your two bodyguards and your maid can join the Crown Princess’s people?” says the innkeeper. “We have extra pallets we can put down in those rooms.”
“And there is one room we can prepare for you,” interjects her wife. “It is not usually slept in, but we can make it comfortable. Or—or if Your Highness wishes, we can wake some of the other guests. I’m sure one of them would be willing to give up their room for the Second Princess.”
That is just what I need—disgruntled nobles and merchant families angry at me for displacing them from rooms they’ve had reserved for months.
“The spare room you mentioned will be fine,” I say.
“And your thrall will stay with you, yes? I’m afraid we can’t fit more than a few extra pallets in the servants’ rooms…” The innkeeper’s voice trails off as I glower at her.
“Yes, he can remain with me.”
“Of course, of course. Good. If your Highness will wait in the parlor while we prepare—it won’t be long. I’m so sorry, my lady—our very deepest and humblest apologies for this terrible miscommunication.”
I know it isn’t the fault of the inn staff, but I’m angry nonetheless. And I don’t like the way the black bristly trees tower and lean over the chimneys of the inn. The night air is chilly and damp, and a cool wind whispers over my bare arms until I shiver. My cloak isn’t in my overnight bag, the one Penn is holding—it’s in one of the trunks on top of the carriage. Meldare would fetch it if I asked her, but I would rather just go inside and get to bed.
“I’ll be glad to sit by a fire,” I mutter. But as it turns out, the fire in the parlor has already been banked up, so the five of us sit awkwardly at a table around a lantern until the innkeeper comes to show my bodyguards and Meldare to their pallets.
Penn seems reluctant. “How can we ensure the princess’s security if our room is not immediately next to hers?”
“You will be right by the stairs that lead up to her room,” the innkeeper assures him. “There is no other access point to her chamber. We have plenty of strong locks, and six of our own hired night guards are patrolling the grounds.”
“Are you satisfied with the arrangement, Princess?” Penn asks.
“Do I have a choice?” I rise with a sigh. “Take us to the rooms.”
“I should attend you in your chamber, my lady,” says Meldare.
“Nonsense. It’s late, and I’m used to fending for myself. Go to sleep. Penn, give my bag to Ducayne, and he can carry it up for me.”
We leave Penn, Meldare, and my other guard in the servants’ rooms. The innkeeper leads Ducayne and me to the door at the very end of the hall.
“This room is special,” she says brightly, but her smile wavers. “It is beautifully furnished, and so cozy. I’ve laid out a tray of cold cutlets, biscuits, jam, and fruit, along with hot tea.”
So Vienne gets the best suite and a fine dinner, while I get cold meat and tea. Lovely.
But I don’t protest as we climb the narrow stairs, because the innkeeper is already trembling with the fear of me.
When she shows us the room, I almost forget my compassion for her. It is a tiny, cramped hollow under the roof, with sloped ceilings and little space to move around. The only thing that saves the innkeeper from my wrath is the comfortable bed, which is piled high with thick blankets and puffy pillows. The floors are layered with rugs, and the food looks decently appetizing. The innkeeper points out a small privy closet with running water, a luxury only the best inns can afford.
“It will do,” I say. “But on our return trip, I expect better treatment.” And I name the date for her, so there can be no confusion.
“Of course, Your Highness, of course.” The woman bows low. She looks as if she is about to cry. If she cries, I will want to hurt her. I despise tears outside of a torture chamber.
“Go,” I tell her sharply.
She hurries to obey, but before she closes the door, Ducayne says, “If I may ask—why is this lovely room so infrequently occupied?”
“Oh,” squeaks the innkeeper, wincing. “It has the reputation of being haunted. A silly tale. But there have been some signs—” Her eyes turn distant and glassy for a moment. “Ah, never mind it, my lady! I am sure you will be very comfortable. Good night!” And she shuts the door before I have a chance to protest.
There are two lamps burning merrily in the small room. It’s not enough. All the lamps in the world could not be enough to make me spend the night in a room that is haunted.
My whole body is burning ice, cold and hot at once. Yes, I fear my father and my sister—my thrall was right about that. And yes, I worship Arawn, antlered god of death. But perhaps we worship what we fear. Perhaps my devotion to Arawn is grounded in a terror of the afterlife. And the last thing I want is to be vulnerable and unconscious, asleep in a place where some wretched spirit might creep in and claw my equally wretched soul from my body.
I want to run. But if I do, Ducayne will laugh at me.
And it’s not only the ghosts causing me distress. I should have complained about there being only one bed in this room. The innkeeper probably thought I wouldn’t mind sharing with my pleasure thrall; she had no way of knowing that I avoid touching him beyond accidental collisions and punishing slaps.
Everything is so wrong. This is not how I expected my Summerglee triumph to begin.
My eyes are prickling.
I despise the tears of others, and I never cry where anyone can see or hear me. I can’t allow myself to cry now, in front of Ducayne.
He’s just standing there, like a big useless lump. Vienne’s thralls would have had her washed, undressed, laid on the bed, and halfway to a mind-melting orgasm by now. Not that I want an orgasm from him—gods.
“I’ll sleep on the floor,” he says.
I stare at the scant sliver of carpet where his huge frame might maybe, possibly fit. The rugs are nice, but not nearly as soft and thick as the ones in my chambers back home. He won’t be comfortable. Not that I care about his comfort.
Without answering him, I take a little food from the provided tray, just to have something to do with my trembling fingers. He quietly goes into the privy to wash up. It’s small, and separated from the main space by a curtain, not a door. He leaves the curtain half open so the lamplight will filter into the space. I glance in that direction once and see him sponging his chest and underarms. He has no right to look that magnificent while performing such a prosaic task.
When he comes back, he leans past me, smelling freshly fragrant. “May I?” And he takes some food without waiting for me to answer.
“You’re not behaving properly,” I say. “You should have offered to serve me, to taste the food first, to let me use the privy first—”
“You made no move toward the privy, and you served yourself the food,” he points out.
“You should be able to anticipate my needs and wants.”
“After just a few days?” His eyebrows lift.
I bite into a biscuit, glaring at him, and he smiles. “So, Princess—how do you feel about our haunted chamber?”
“It’s not haunted.”
“Really? Because I thought I felt a strange, icy chill when I was in the privy area. Like dead fingers touching me, just here.” He points to his bare shoulder and gives a dramatic shudder.
I stare, while cold dread creeps into my stomach.
“Do you have to use the privy, Highness?” he says softly. “It’s been a long time since our last stop. I’m sure the royal bladder is full.”
“Shut up.”
“Would you like me to come with you, to shoo away the ghosts while you piss?”
“Fuck you.” I throw down the remains of my biscuit.
He laughs, leans back, and strikes his head on the low sloped ceiling. “Ow. Shit.”
I vent a nasty chuckle of satisfaction and march into the privy, pulling the curtain shut.
There’s a bit of light leaking around the edge of the curtain, and a faint, pale glow from a tiny triangular window high up the wall.
I try to manage my fancy traveling gown, but there’s too much of it for the small space, so I unlace my outer corset and the dress and toss them both out into the bedroom. “Hang these over a chair, thrall. And hand me the nightdress from my bag.”
“Of course, Your Highness.”
I throw my boots and stockings out, too. I’m in my light chemise and my panties now. As long as I stay focused on the task of preparing for bed, I won’t think about ghosts.
It’s hard to piss knowing Ducayne can hear everything, but I manage it at last. I’m washing up when my thrall sticks his hand past the curtain, holding my nightdress.
Without thanking him, I snatch it. But before I can put it on, something tickles my shoulder.
My hair is still pinned up, so it isn’t my hair.
The tickling continues.
I don’t scream. I leap out of the privy and fling myself at Ducayne in abject terror, crashing into his chest. “A ghost, a ghost—it touched me—”
He flicks at my shoulder, then crushes something with his boot. “A spider, Princess.”
“A—a spider.” I stare at the squished evidence. “Oh.”
Reluctantly, I pull away from him. He’s very big and warm and solid. Hard muscle, firm flesh. So un-ghostly.
Ducayne backs away and reaches for my corset, which he laid on the seat of the only chair in the room. He returns to me and hands over one of the tiny knives I hid in the corset’s concealed sheaths. It’s the knife with which I nearly killed him.
I take the blade, breathing easier once it’s in my hand. My eyes meet his.
“Anticipating your needs,” he says, low. His expression is warm and tender, with the faintest trace of merriment. I’ve had very few such looks from people in my lifetime, and it frightens me. He frightens me, because he has already changed me—I can feel it—and I don’t want to be changed.
“You’ll sleep on the floor,” I snap. “With the spiders.” And then I climb into the comfortable bed, sighing at the sensation of soft pillows and clean sheets. I tuck my knife under the pillow.
“Of course, Princess,” says my thrall smoothly. “You’re right—it’s time for bed.” He blows out one lamp and moves to blow out the other.
I sit up abruptly. “Wait—”
But he has already blown out the second one. The room is plunged into pitch blackness.
Did I see a smirk on his face just before he extinguished the lamp?
I clutch the blankets to my chest and wait, desperate for my eyes to adjust. But the only glimmer of light comes from the tiny triangle window in the privy, and it’s not enough. Long minutes later, I still can’t see anything. I have no idea where Ducayne is, or where the ghosts might be floating, waiting for me to fall asleep. I can’t lie down. I can’t relax.
Silence crystallizes in the room like ice on a windowpane, like the breath of dead things.
And then a clicking sound—a chittering, creaking, scuffling noise along the slope of the roof.
My hand slides under the pillow. But this time, touching a knife isn’t enough.
“Ducayne,” I whisper.
“What?” His hoarse whisper comes from the floor at the end of the bed. The chittering stops.
A cold puff of air floats across my cheek, and I bite back a whimper.
I want him. I want his solid flesh as a wall between me and whatever malevolence haunts the night. But I don’t want him to think that I pity him and care for his comfort, or that I’m frightened of spirits, or that I desire pleasure.
A low, moaning whistle comes from the privy window. I know it is only the wind leaking through a crack in the frame—I know it—yet I can’t keep goosebumps from breaking out all over my body.
“Ducayne, come and sleep in the bed,” I order. “Stay on the left side, and don’t touch me.”
I hear the faint clink of his bracelets as he moves through the dark. “As your Highness commands.”
The bed is wide enough for two, barely. But I didn’t count on the fact that, comfortable though it is, it’s an old mattress, and it dips in the center. Which isn’t a problem for a person sleeping alone, but for two who want to remain apart, it creates a difficulty, especially when one of the two people is as broad as my pleasure thrall.
I can feel Ducayne’s heat beneath the sheets, and it seems as though my body and the bed are conspiring against me, forcing me to roll into that delicious warmth.
He held me in the carriage tonight, just for a moment, and even though I panicked and nearly killed him, it felt good. When he pulled me on top of him that first night, I almost choked him unconscious—yet that, too, wasn’t terrible. It was shocking, certainly. I’ve never felt a man’s erection against my body before.
Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to touch him again. His presence in the bed should be enough to calm me, but it isn’t. My heart is still thundering, and I feel horribly open and unprotected in this room. I hate it.
Gingerly, cautiously, I let myself ease toward the center of the bed, until the heat of Ducayne’s body intensifies and I can tell there is only the slimmest corridor of space between us.
And then I move a little more.
I’m touching him now. My shoulder against his.
Panic thrums along my nerves. Touch is the prelude to torture, to punishment, to pain. Touch is weakness waiting to be hurt.
Ducayne shifts, rolling onto his side—his warm breath gusting over my cheek. He’s too close. I’m letting him get too close.
“Breathe, Princess,” he whispers.
I’ve been holding my breath. I release it and focus on inhaling and exhaling normally.
“I’m going to try something,” my thrall says in a calm, soothing tone. “Tell me if you want me to stop.”
His arm wraps around me, crossing my breasts, pressing my arms to my sides. But I don’t feel trapped. The heat and heaviness of that band of muscle—it’s exactly what I need. I sigh as tension begins to ease from my limbs.
Once I’m sure Ducayne won’t try to touch me anywhere else, I relax fully, and sometime later, I sleep.
A grating, growling noise in my ear wakes me up, and for a second I panic, fearing that some ghostly Pit-hound has come to devour me. But then I realize what the sound is—my thrall, snoring.
I’m still lying on my back, encompassed by Ducayne’s heavy arm, and he has pulled me even closer, as if I’m a stuffed toy being cuddled by a child. Personally I never liked stuffed toys. Silly useless things.
Ducayne has also thrown one leg over both my legs. I’m entirely wrapped up by him. But he doesn’t feel like bars or chains—he is like armor against the night, a soothing weight that presses utter peace and comfort into my soul.
Still, I can’t bear that sawing, grating sound in my ear. I wriggle one arm free, feel for his cheek and smack it lightly. “Thrall. You’re snoring.”
He continues, so I smack him again, harder. “Stop snoring.”
“Hmm?” He shifts a little. “I wasn’t snoring.”
“You were.”
“I was not. I didn’t hear anything.”
“You were asleep, imbecile. Of course you didn’t hear it.” I smack him again.
“Sorry,” he mumbles, and he nuzzles his face closer to my cheek, inhaling and then sighing as if he is deeply satisfied, as if this is exactly where he wants to be—here, smelling my scent, holding me in his arms.
A horrible, beautiful, tender pain throbs in my heart.
I want to cry.
But instead, I close my eyes, and I let myself drift back to sleep.
When I wake again, my cheek is pressed to warm naked skin. I can hear the muffled thump of a heartbeat—my thrall’s heartbeat.
Slowly I become conscious that far more of me is touching him now. I’m snuggled against his chest, my arm around his waist, our legs tangled.
Morning light shines in a single golden beam from the small triangular window. A golden ribbon of it lies across our entwined bodies.
What am I doing? I don’t snuggle, or cuddle, or hug, or whatever this is.
The impulse to jerk away races along my limbs. But I’m so damn comfortable…
Still, I can’t allow this to continue. I need to put some space between us before he wakes up.
Slowly I begin trying to extricate myself. And then I freeze.
His pelvis is aligned with mine, and when I moved, something hardened against my lower belly.
I move again, trying to change positions. He’s so rutting heavy; I can’t push his leg off my thigh. All I accomplish with my squirming is a further hardening of his cock. It twitches against my stomach through the fabric of his undershorts.
Again I shift, but Ducayne’s hand grasps my hip suddenly, and his voice rumbles, a smoky morning growl. “Stop. Unless you want me to soak that pretty nightdress with my cum.”
I suck in a sharp breath and go still as stone.
Ducayne sighs, then carefully moves himself off me, away from me. I scramble to the other side of the bed, my hand diving under the pillow to seize my knife.
He rolls onto his back and throws the covers off himself. His undershorts are being pushed into a dramatic peak by his arousal. When he tucks his hands behind his head, his biceps bulge in a very distracting way. I especially like the one bearing the tattoo that marks him as mine.
“I’ll calm down in a moment,” he says. “Forgive me, Highness. It’s not something I can control.”
I am speechless. I can’t seem to look in his direction at all without seeing the very large proof of his desire, his maleness. My heart is beating almost as fast as it was last night.
“Feeling better this morning? No ghosts came out of the walls to suck up your soul.” He grins.
“Stop,” I gasp, gripping my knife more tightly.
He frowns. “What?”
“Don’t smile at me like that. It’s too familiar. Disrespectful.”
He regards me from the pillows, his dark lashes half-lowered. “I’m afraid smiling isn’t something you’ll be able to train out of me, Highness, unless you’re willing to use some of Khal’s methods, or your sister’s.”
“Is that a challenge?”
He scoffs lightly, sitting up and raking the tangles out of his black hair with his fingers. “A challenge? You think I’m challenging you to break my spirit and steal every bit of joy I have left? Face it, Your Highness, you like it when I smile at you, because no one ever does.”
I lunge across the bed, gripping his throat and swinging astride him—but I don’t settle onto his lap—I need to be higher than his eye level for this. My knife nudges under his chin, forcing his face up. I let the blade dig in just enough to break the skin.
He doesn’t pull away; he only moves his arms back, bracing his palms on the mattress, keeping his body upright against the pressure of my choke-hold.
“That’s how I know I’m right,” he murmurs. “When you attack me.”
“Don’t pretend to know me or my life.”
“So you want me to anticipate your needs and desires without really knowing who you are. How is that fair, Princess?”
I nudge the knife a little deeper, and he inhales sharply through his teeth. My nightdress has ridden up, and the tip of his long cock is pressed to my center as I kneel astride him. When I moved the blade just now, his cock bobbed, bumping lightly against my folds through his underwear and mine.
Holding my breath, I move the knife along the skin under his jaw, opening the tiniest of cuts, while my other hand tightens, constricting his throat. I love the sensation of his scruff against my palm.
“Oh gods,” he chokes through my grip. “I’m going to come.”
And he does. I feel the pulsing tip of his cock against my sex, the wetness gushing through the material. I hold the knife steady, watching the contortion of his handsome features, the arch of his parted lips, the heave of his chest. It’s all so similar to the signs of agony.
When his eyes open again, he looks at me, into me. He doesn’t apologize.
“I think we’ve found one of your triggers, thrall,” I say softly. “You like to be choked.”
I move off him, keeping my face as calm as I can, though I know my cheeks are flaming. From my traveling satchel I take my tooth cleansing tonic, soap, fresh underthings, and perfume, and I duck into the privy.
A few minutes later, when I’ve finished relieving myself and I’m partway through cleaning my teeth, Ducayne comes to the curtained door. “May I use the toilet, mistress?”
“You may.”
I keep my back turned while he pisses. “You have what you need for the day?”
“I have the outfit, cosmetics, and jewelry Jan packed for me.”
“Good.”
He bends, picking up the panties I discarded a moment ago—the ones that are wet from his release. Truthfully, they are soaked on the inside, too, from my own arousal. I hope he doesn’t notice that.
“Jan included a smaller bag for soiled clothes,” I tell him. “Put the wet things in there. It’s in my satchel.”
“Yes, your Highness.”
“And here.” I dampen a washing cloth and hand it to him. “Wipe that blood under your chin.”
“Of course, Princess.”
When he leaves the privy, I look into the mirror above the washstand.
I barely recognize myself, because I’m smiling.
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“A gold cape?” I ask. “Are you sure, Princess? The gold bracelets, gold anklets, gold earcuffs, gold rings—they aren’t enough?”
“Oh, hush now,” says the maid Meldare. She’s leaning close to my face, applying fresh liner to my eyelids. “By the gods, if only this blasted carriage would ride smoothly for half a moment. No more complaints, boy. We’re nearly there. The Princess wants you to look your best, make a good impression, all that sort of thing."
“I’m well aware that I must appear eminently fuckable,” I say dryly, with a sidelong glance at the Princess. She’s holding the cape in question, a gaudy metallic thing. My fellow soldiers of Yurstin would roar with laughter if they could see me now, in jewelry and makeup and a scrap of a loincloth, preparing to play the bawdy slave for the young nobility of Thannira.
“The cape might be too much.” The Princess’s fingers twitch against the shimmery material. I think of those slim, strong fingers constricting my throat while her knife slit my skin. Those two things drove me to climax, yes, but it was more than that. It was simply—her. Her eyes, her pain, her passion, her form, her violence. When I touch the sore spots on her heart, she reacts so savagely. I love it. And with every reaction I am creating hairline cracks in her defenses. Sooner or later she will have to let me in.
I am not even sure why I want to get inside her so badly. Not just her body, but deeper. I crave the triumph. I will do anything to achieve it.
“I will wear the cape if my Princess wishes it, of course,” I say. “We have a little time before we arrive—tell me, my lady, whom you would like me to charm first.”
She puckers her lips. “Meldare spoke with one of my sister’s maids before we left this morning and gleaned some information that changes my plans a little. Isn’t that right, Meldare? Vienne has been trying to keep me in the dark about everything, but I always have ways of gleaning information.”
“Yes, my lady,” the maid says, tucking away the pot of eyeliner. “This year’s Summerglee has far fewer guests than usual. At the moment, there are not as many nobles as one might think who fall between twenty and thirty-five years. Most are older or younger. And of those who qualify, a number have been declared in poor standing with His Majesty the King, due to unpaid taxes or failure to appear at court at least once per season. Among those in good standing, not all are in good health, due to the putrepox that has been running rampant through the northwest regions.”
“Beyond that, there are a few who dislike Summerglee and its brand of activities,” adds the Princess. “Several of the nobles I had thought to approach are not attending. In fact, I’m not very familiar with anyone who will be there. I can put faces with most of the names, but I know little about their leanings or personal tastes.”
She seems downcast, almost dispirited.
“Think about their families, then,” I suggest. “Perhaps you don’t know them individually, but I’ll wager you know something of each guest’s lineage, their holdings, their inherited place at court. Let that be your guide for whom to target. That, and your own instincts. You can read people, Princess. Human beings bare their souls to your knife on that torture table. You’ll be able to discern whom you want as an ally and friend, and who is most likely to betray your trust.”
Meldare and the Princess are both staring at me. Perhaps I spoke too earnestly.
“By Aine,” says Meldare. “You sound as if you have some experience with politics.”
“Strategy, yes, and a bit of military politics.” I nod to her. “Find the people you want to link your fortunes with, your Highness, and I shall weaken their knees and soften their minds with pleasure.”
The Princess’s tongue passes over her lips, wetting them. Why am I so fascinated with her mouth and her fingers today?
For that matter, how exactly am I going to soften minds and weaken knees? In the past, my face and my uniform were enough to lure the women I wanted—and once I had them in bed, I made sure they left happy and satisfied.
But those were mostly middle or lower-class girls from towns near our training camps and military bases. The people I must entice at Summerglee are nobles, accustomed to the company of beautiful thralls.
What if they want me to do exotic acts I’ve never heard of? What if they hurt me? I’ve heard stories of sadistic sexual proclivities, much darker than my own recently developed liking for the Princess’s hand on my throat.
Tonight, once the Princess and I are alone again, after we have met everyone, I must ask her in more detail how this thrall-sharing is done—what agreements are made, and how much say I will have in what happens to me. Now that we are nearly at the beach palace, the reality of my position is sinking deeper into my soul, chilling my heart.
“I appreciate your strategic thoughts, Ducayne,” says the Princess. “But I must remind you to stay in your place when we’re among others, and don’t presume to advise me or rebel against me.”
“Of course, mistress.” I bow my head to her.
“From what I’ve heard, these nobles go out of their way to show how subdued and obedient their thralls are. At Wintertryst last year, one of the young nobles, Lord Bazra, bent his thrall Nonni over a table and left her there for hours, naked, free for anyone’s use.” The Princess’s voice is tight, pained. “The year before that, he let the men piss on her.”
Nausea rolls in my gut. I hate this Bazra character already.
“I will never go that far with you, not without your consent,” she says. “But I need you to show abject submission to me at all times. You are mine alone, to be yielded to another’s bed at my discretion. Do not speak to any of the nobles, or look at them, unless I permit it. It is not your role to charm them with your personality or your mind—only your body. You exist as an object, a desirable possession of mine. You are currency, paid as I see fit, to further my goals.”
The words grate on me. Desirable possession. Currency. Abject Submission.
My face heats, and blood pounds in my ears. “I have been nothing but genial and obedient to your Highness. Well, a little rebellious, perhaps, but you realize I could have fought you at every step and made your life much harder during these past few days.”
Her brows lower and her green eyes snap. “Then I would have made your life much more difficult and painful. That, or you would be in Vienne’s carriage right now. Trust me, she cares very little about the consent or comfort of her men.”
I almost manage to stop the words, the ones I should not say. The ones she doesn’t deserve. But I let them out anyway. “At least the Crown Princess would have let me fuck her by now.”
Ruelle’s eyes are green fire, and her stubborn little chin lifts haughtily. “You will pay for that later, thrall. As I have reminded you, I’m not here for your pleasure. You’re here for mine.”
“Yet you won’t allow me to pleasure you. You’ll scarcely let me touch you—unless there are ghosts flitting about.”
The Princess’s anger practically crackles in the air. The maid busies herself in the corner of the carriage, pretending to adjust the flaps and buttons on the cosmetic case.
“Punishment awaits you tonight, thrall,” says Ruelle, in her sweet venomous voice. “Unless you acquit yourself well this afternoon, I will show you no mercy. You have lost my goodwill, and must earn it back. Do you understand?”
She still has those rutting nipple clamps, and I have no doubt she has thought up some additional forms of punishment. Or perhaps she intends to cut on me awhile.
“I will behave as you direct me, my lady,” I say, with as deep a bow as I can manage from the carriage seat.
“Good.” Ruelle pushes the carriage window open, admitting a rush of fresh air that smells faintly of salt. “Now shut up, thrall. I want to enjoy the breeze without your vile words in my ears.”
Despite my situation and my residual anger at the Princess, I can’t help a rush of excitement. I have only been to a beach once in my life, with friends from school, and I loved it. The wild scent of the sea tugs at me, a compelling summons. I hate waiting to get there—I want to burst out of the carriage and run until I find the water. I want to strip myself bare and charge into the surf, let it welcome me into a world of rushing foam and dark liquid depths, where there are no thralls or princesses, and all beings exist in service to the sea.
We pass a pretty tumble of a town, all crooked streets and tiled roofs against a background of glittering blue water. Then we rattle down a long slope before rolling through a grove of tall palms whose foliage paints the sandy road with feathery shadows.
“Nearly there,” says Ruelle, more to herself than to me or the maid.
I switch from watching the scenery to watching her face. As we break out of the palm grove, the midafternoon sun gilds her features—such pretty features. I like the crisp corner of her jaw, and the soft little ear next to it, and the earring that hangs trembling and glittering from her earlobe. I like the fine wispiness of her hair, so blonde it looks almost white where the sun touches it. I like the slope of her neck, where it curves into her shoulder, and the deep divot between her collarbones. I like the incisive glare in her green eyes when she turns to stare at me, the tension of her lips when she snaps, “What are you looking at?”
If only she wasn’t so damn infuriating. If only she would show me a little softness—or maybe it’s better that she doesn’t. If she did I might really become her slave—heart, soul, and mind.
The grating of the carriage wheels changes to a smoother roll—slower, slower, and at last we stop.
Penn, the bodyguard, comes to the window and says, “A moment, your Highness, while we pass through the gates and complete our security review.”
“Of course,” says the Princess, while I inwardly groan at more waiting.
We roll forward and stop. Forward and stop. Forward… and stop again. After what seems like hours, Penn finally gives us a nod, and we climb out of the carriage.
Up ahead, Crown Princess Vienne and her retinue are already walking the marbled path to the entrance of the beach palace. Two of her bodyguards lead the procession, and behind them are her favorite thralls, Ethwyn and Hennessy, moving in flawless step with each other. They wear scanty outfits crafted entirely of slim chains.
Vienne is next, then the other two thralls. They crawl seductively behind her, every movement perfectly synchronized. They are also dressed in chains, wearing muzzles and spiked collars. The Crown Princess holds the ends of their leashes in her hand. She’s a vision of sex—Beirgid in mortal form, a goddess of fertility and lush beauty.
But it’s the behavior of her thralls that fascinates me the most. Even her two favorites keep their heads down submissively. They hold their shoulders, their hands, and their hips in the exact same way. Every muscle, every movement is completely attuned to their mistress’s will.
I can’t compete with that.
I shouldn’t care whether or not Ruelle gets what she wants. I should be trying to undermine her, to ensure that her scheme fails. Less than a week ago I was fighting against her people. I was in her father’s torture chamber, with her blade carving my skin. Why do I want her to triumph over her sister?
Maybe it’s my personal pride, a need I have to be noticed and wanted. Or maybe I hate watching one blood relative abuse and disdain another. Maybe when I look at Vienne, I see the duality of my mother—smiles and charm one moment, followed by words so cruel they cut deeper than any knife. At least Ruelle isn’t deceptive with her moods.
I lean into the carriage again and snatch the gold cloak. Perhaps its flair will make up for my other shortcomings as a thrall.
Grimly I put it on, assisted by Meldare. The cloak has bands that circle just above my biceps, so it flows from the middle of my shoulder blades, leaving the rest of my shoulders bare.
I glance at my Princess, expecting to see despair in her eyes as she watches her sister’s exquisite procession moving toward the palace.
But she’s almost smiling, and her eyes blaze bright.
“Remember what I said about abject submission, thrall?” she says.
“Yes, Highness.” I swallow, trying not to grimace. “Do you want me to crawl before you?”
“No, no. Forget all of that. I’ve changed my mind. There are enough perfectly groomed, perfectly trained thralls among the nobles. Maybe what they need isn’t more of the same, but a new kind of thrall.” Her fingertips tuck beneath my chin, grazing the place where she cut me. “Perhaps they need the wild stallion, untamed.”
“Did you just compare me to a horse, Princess?”
“You have the mane of one.” She almost smiles, trailing her fingers through my hair, sweeping it back over my shoulder. “Be obedient, yes, but I also want you to be yourself. Show them a little of your spirit. Charm them, as you said.”
I cock an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”
“Are you questioning me?” Her eyes narrow.
“No, my lady.”
“Good. Follow me.”
I’m wearing the collar again, and she holds my chain. She tugs lightly on it as she strides ahead, up the gleaming white path to the beach palace. Meldare and the two bodyguards fall in behind us.
Ruelle isn’t the vivacious, commanding goddess her sister is. No, my Princess is something different—quiet and intense, an explosive waiting to detonate. Every line of her slim body vibrates with energy, with determination. She’s wearing a gauzy dark-blue garment that streams and ripples in the wind, yielding glimpses of her lithe, toned limbs. The thin jeweled tiara in her hair flashes as she turns back to look at me, assessing my stance, my walk.
She nods. And I feel a faint rush of pleasure at her approval.
Perhaps she has already trained me without my realizing it.
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I’ve visited our beach palace at Oleyra several times, mostly when I was younger, and never in the past thirteen years. My father doesn’t like to come here, because this is the place where my mother left him. He won’t speak of it, but the servants say my mother met a beautiful ship’s captain and sailed away with her. She left my father a letter, begging him to be kind to my sister and me.
I hate my mother, of course. But I understand her, too. Her marriage to my father was an arranged match. She cried on her wedding day and screamed on her wedding night—and most nights thereafter. Or so said one of my tutors when she was instructing me about sex and procreation. I was ten at the time.
I don’t hate my mother for leaving Padra and Vienne. I hate her for leaving me behind. Abandoning me to them.
Since then, my father has quietly kept a mistress—a new one every few years. They keep getting younger. The current one claims she is twenty-five, but she looks not a day older than eighteen. He visits her at a house he bought for her in the city, so we rarely see her in the palace.
Vienne has convinced Padra to open the beach house for her only twice since our mother left. I didn’t go with her either time.
And now, looking up at the buttery plaster of the walls, the pale-yellow pillars, the tiered balconies, the window-boxes spilling crimson blooms and shimmering green ivy—I wonder if I’ve made a mistake coming here. It feels gut-wrenchingly familiar, yet strange. Once-precious memories, swirled and soured by time and trouble, like a muddy finger dipped into a clear pool.
A number of the household servants have gathered to greet us, all who are not attending other guests or preparing chambers for new arrivals. Master Thranwright, the Manager of Festivities, is at the doors to welcome us, too.
My sister and her procession have already gone inside. I moved slowly up the walk on purpose, giving everyone in the house time to gather and greet Vienne, allowing a couple minutes for her first impression to fade.
I mount three wide front steps, traverse another stretch of walkway, then ascend three more. Master Thranwright is nodding to me, his eyebrow arched as he appraises my new pleasure thrall.
And I make one more split-second decision. “Walk beside me, Ducayne.”
Obediently he moves to my right side, and we enter the palace together.
I have never experienced a rush of power like the one I feel when I lead my gorgeous enemy captain into the Summerglee house.
The foyer of the palace is a wide, airy space furnished with gaming tables, couches, painted lamps, and potted plants. People are standing among the couches and tables, fresh from greeting my sister, and their attention immediately focuses on me and my thrall.
Ducayne looks like a god—tall, beautiful, and powerful. Rich muscle ripples beneath his skin as he strides beside me. The breeze flowing through the open windows and doors of the palace lifts his black hair, swirling it around his shoulders. His posture isn’t military, or noble, or thrall, but a little of all three—a natural, easy confidence with a touch of restraint.
Our entrance is everything I imagined.
And he makes it even better, because instead of keeping his head down as Vienne’s thralls did, he gazes around, taking in everyone and everything. When I glance at him sidelong, he’s grinning at an olive-skinned girl with dark eyes. She holds a piece of paper, which she’s folding nervously, repeatedly—but under Ducayne’s gaze she drops the paper without seeming to realize it.
There’s a girl with honey-blond hair farther on, and he nods to her. I think she’s Countess Jilleen, heir to prominent holdings in the middle South.
A stocky man moves in, not blocking our progress exactly, but making himself noticed. I’ve met him once at court—Cowen, the bombastic older son of an influential Lord. He wears a thick golden chain with a medallion the size of his fist. His wide face is alight with interest.
Cowen bows low. “Your Highness. So delighted to see you here. We missed you at Wintertryst.”
A lie, of course, but I force a smile. Ducayne has his role to play, and so do I. “That’s kind of you to say, Cowen. You can call me Ruelle.”
His ruddy face flushes deeper at the mark of my favor. “Thank you, Princess—I mean, Ruelle. And who is this?”
“This is the former Captain Adraxas Ducayne of Yurstin. He’s my pleasure thrall. You may call him Ducayne.”
Ducayne gives Cowen a deep bow and a wicked grin.
Cowen fans himself with a thick, ringed hand. “He’s a bit wild, isn’t he?”
“I prefer him that way.” I tug Ducayne’s leash lightly, and he steps nearer to me.
The way my thrall looks down at me, with the same devilish smile he gave Cowen—the way his lashes dip as he eyes my mouth—the glide of his tongue over his lower lip—my heartbeat quickens, and I have to remind myself that it’s all fake. He’s doing it for show.
And everyone in the room is fascinated. I can hear them murmuring excitedly.
“My younger brother Ward is here as well,” Cowen says. “I would introduce you, but he’s off somewhere messing with his sciences and chemicals, trying to figure out how to blow us all up! Ah, don’t look so alarmed, Princess, it’s all in fun, I’m joking, just joking of course. No, I’m not, he would definitely do that. He’d blow us all into Arawn’s presence and barely notice the change of scenery. Best keep an eye on that one, eh?”
Chuckling, he keeps pace with me as I continue through the foyer, toward the columned doorways leading into the next room.
“Ward and I brought our two best thralls. Zurai is over there, see?” Cowen points to a young woman with dark hair, enormous breasts, and extremely generous curves. “Beautiful, and perfectly trained. She’s very good with her tongue, she is. Happy for her to lick you anytime, just say the word.”
Ducayne makes a choked sound, far too much like a laugh.
“So generous of you,” I say loudly, in case my thrall decides to make any more noises. “I will let you know if we can arrange something.”
“Arrange something—yes, yes.” Cowen chuckles again. “We also brought our thrall Anvel along. A huge male from somewhere far north on the continent—a savage place called the Bloodsalt, I think. Very exotic. If you like the kind of man with the big muscles—” he gestures to Ducayne— “our Anvel might do well for you.”
My stomach sours. “He’s from the Bloodsalt, on the continent? But how did you get him?”
“My mother bought him for us last year, for Ward’s twenty-second and my twenty-fourth.”
“No,” I say, fighting to keep the anger out of my voice. “How did he get from his continent to this one?”
“Oh.” Cowen clears his throat. “I believe he was a raider of sorts, captured and then sent to the coast.”
“He was sold as a slave, you mean. Shipped here as a slave. But we don’t import slaves in this kingdom.”
“Ah, well, your Highness might not be aware, but the King recently changed the import laws in that regard.”
“How recently?”
“Two years ago, I believe.”
Through the pounding of my pulse in my head, I’m conscious of everyone in the room watching me. Probably sneering inwardly at the naïve princess who didn’t know that her father now permits the import of slaves.
I don’t know what to say, how to move on with the conversation. I’m paralyzed by this new information, and by the desire to cut more truth out of the annoyingly jovial face before me.
Ducayne’s chain clinks and tugs in my hand. He has knelt by a couch and he’s kissing the bejeweled fingers of a woman with smooth ebony skin.
It’s a liberty no well-trained thrall would take without their owner’s permission. And it’s a welcome distraction.
“Ducayne.” I jerk his leash. He rises, bowing his head to me in apology.
“I beg you, do not blame the thrall, your Highness.” The beautiful woman rises from her couch. She’s elegantly dressed, clearly one of the noble guests. “I lured him over. He is a magnificent specimen. I did not know Yurstin was hiding such luscious males.”
She curtsies deeply, then moves in on my left side, edging out Cowen. “I am Lady Umari, of Lewfall in the south.”
Cowen backs away, but he doesn’t look happy about it.
Umari is the second person to approach me. Usually, at events of any kind, I am the lurker—the silent, unhappy presence in the shadows. No one seeks me out. When they’re forced to acknowledge me, they are cool and cautious. Apprehensive. They recoil as quickly as possible.
Strange that this setting and a handsome thrall could make such a difference in how I’m received.
For a nation like ours, one whose primary goddess celebrates fertility, love, and lust, the exercise of sexual appetites is practically a religion. Thralls are a way to keep the young nobles busy until they make suitable matches—to occupy their carnal appetites. Someone like me, who is far more cautious about my body and its desires, is considered an oddity. These young people already know that I torture people for my father; but they would think me completely insane if they knew that I worship Arawn and keep a collection of skulls.
I’m glad that Ducayne is serving his purpose, opening doors for me.
Yet I wish my peers could have accepted me on my own merit, for the person I really am.
As we pass into another airy, high-ceilinged room, Lady Umari leans in companionably, as if we’re already friends. “You must forgive Cowen’s over-eagerness to share thralls, your Highness. You see, he offended your sister at Wintertryst, and he fears falling out of favor with the Crown.”
“I did not mind his eagerness,” I say. “It’s nice to be welcomed.”
“You are most welcome, Highness. And Cowen and Ward do have a fine pair of thralls. Of course, I rather prefer my own.” She jerks her head backward, and I glance behind us. Alongside my guards and maid, three perfectly matched men are walking. Each one has light brown skin, dark wavy hair, and brown eyes.
“Triplets?” I gasp.
“Triplets.” She leans closer. “I have them trained so they will all climax at the same time when I require it. It is a beautiful sight. I’m sure you’ll witness it at least once while you’re here.”
I panic inwardly. Blood, raw muscle, exposed tendons—that, I can handle. And I rather liked the sight of Ducayne coming in front of me. But the orgies and displays that usually occur at these retreats—I hadn’t planned on participating. As I told Ducayne on the day I met him, I planned to spend my time at Summerglee walking the beach, swimming, practicing archery, and climbing.
But now that I have a thrall, I’ll be expected to participate in some of the debauchery.
Gods—I did not think this through.
Maybe I can work out a way to stay on the fringes of the lechery while still connecting with potential allies.
The room we’ve entered is mostly clear of furniture. A wall of windows admits a flood of golden afternoon light, which shines across the game board marked on the floor.
Khal is here, with his long black locs bound back and his strong arms gleaming as he leans forward and shoves his cue against the round disc on the floor. It glides across the board and stops precisely in the center of a high-point space. Khal lifts both arms, and the two thralls sitting on the floor near him cheer softly.
“Khal.” I wave to him.
“Princess!” He bows deeply.
“You only brought Mala and Yenna? Where are the twins?”
“They misbehaved,” he says dolefully. “They lost the privilege of attending Summerglee with me.”
“Such a pity.” Lady Umari smiles, stroking the chest of one of her thralls, circling his nipple with her fingernail. The thrall’s face remains placid, his gentle smile matching those of his brothers. “I suppose that means I have the only matched set at Summerglee.”
“Quantity means nothing,” says a loud, gruff male voice.
I turn, facing Khal’s game companion.
Lord Bazra. Tall and husky, built like a fighter. Skin tanned to a leathery bronze, blond messy hair, sharp pale eyes.
“You’re all too soft with your thralls.” He gives me a brief nod rather than a bow and braces the end of his cue on the polished wooden floor. “You don’t use them to their full potential. With the exception of the Crown Princess, of course. That woman knows how to use a thrall’s body like it was meant to be used.”
He hitches the cue into his hand and walks forward, looking Ducayne up and down. “This one’s got the stench of rebellion. Thinks he’s better than us, I can tell. You really let this enemy trash fuck you, Princess?”
Lady Umari gasps a little.
Ducayne takes a single step forward. He’s slightly taller than Bazra, and the threat is clear.
Bazra snorts. “You see? Defiance.”
My stomach sickens. My thrall moved in defense of my honor; but by that single step, and the blaze in his eyes, Ducayne disrespected a high-ranking lord. I cannot let it pass.
“Ducayne,” I say. “Kneel, and bow to the Lord Bazra.”
He obeys, his arms rigid, fists tight.
“Lower,” I tell him, and he bends until his forehead touches the floor.
With a loud laugh, Bazra lifts his boot and sets it on Ducayne’s head. He presses hard, while my thrall’s pained breath puffs against the boards.
“Remember your place, thrall,” says Bazra.
With a final grind of his heel against Ducayne’s skull, he steps back. “If you need some help teaching him a lesson, Princess, I’m happy to oblige.”
“No need,” I say tightly. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go to my suite and freshen up. Please enjoy your game.”
Bazra gives me a brusque nod. Khal delivers a flourishing bow, and Umari curtsies.
“I’ll watch their game,” she says. “Until later, your Highness.”
As my retinue and I head deeper into the house, I overhear Bazra saying, “I can’t imagine a little thing like her controlling a big brute like that. He probably takes his pleasure on her whenever he wants. Who’s really the thrall, eh?” And he guffaws loudly.
“Hush,” comes a faint warning hiss from Umari.
Stuck-up, disrespectful bastard. How dare he, really? I’d like to see him on my torture table. I could carve the bravado right out of him. Peel back his skin slowly, lay bare the quivering muscle. I could change that mocking laugh to a tremulous scream of pain. I could—
“Fantasizing about torturing him?” murmurs Ducayne cheerfully.
“No, I wasn’t.” My face heats. “Maybe a little.”
“Ah, I thought so. You had that gleeful smirk you wear when you’re thinking of knives and pain. To be honest, I’d love to watch you teach him a lesson. He’s the one who let men piss on his thrall and use her freely, isn’t he?”
“Yes. Now hush, and behave yourself.” We’re entering a smaller room whose tall doors of crystalline glass open onto a lovely garden.
With Ducayne at my elbow, I drift outside, drawn by the fragrance of blooms and lush foliage, mingled with the soft sea breeze.
In the center of the small garden is a marble pool carpeted with water lilies. On the smooth grass around it stand a handful of wrought-iron tables, painted white and laden with porcelain dishes of cakes, diced raw vegetables, and sugared fruit. Dainty teacups hold amber tea with tiny purple flowers floating in it. My mouth waters.
But my sister occupies one of the tables. She has only Ethwyn and a single bodyguard with her—she must have dismissed the others to her suite.
Across from my sister sits a woman with angled features and bones as delicate as a bird’s. Her black hair looks almost blue where the sun shimmers on it. Between her legs sits a thrall—a curvy woman clad in a flowing robe.
The black-haired noblewoman is Imrissa of House Weilen, my sister’s best friend and occasional nemesis. I’ve heard Vienne complain about Imrissa many times at the dinner table, and I’ve met Imrissa at a few palace gatherings. She always gives me the same haughty, pitying little smile.
The only thing I like about Lady Imrissa is the way she treats her thrall, Gem. Even now, as Imrissa smirks in my direction, she’s absently stroking Gem’s lustrous hair, smoothing it back from her forehead and temples.
My sister lifts her hand, snapping her fingers. “There’s not enough wind. I want to smell the fucking sea!”
“Of course, your Highness.” A thin man steps forward from a shadowed nook of the garden and lifts his hands. Instantly the breeze grows stronger, bringing a fresh gust of salty fragrance from the ocean, which I can glimpse between the trees and hedges.
“Enzo is the finest wind-wielder in the area,” Vienne says without looking at me. “He’s from the port town we passed on the way in. He usually gives the ships a little boost when they set sail, or holds off bad weather so they can dock safely. But for three weeks he’s all ours. He’ll cool the house, bring the breezes, keep the skies clear—isn’t that right, Enzo?”
“Yes, Your Highness.” The man bows and smiles at her, and my sister blows him a kiss.
I want to laugh, or maybe vomit. Just wait until he can’t keep the rain away or his breeze stirs her hairstyle a little too strongly. Then she won’t be blowing him kisses.
“We have a water-wielder on hand, too,” Vienne continues. “I’ve worked with the Manager of Festivities to arrange everything, to make this a perfect three weeks. No one is going to ruin our fun.” She throws me a warning glare.
I walk forward, pluck a berry from her plate, and pop it into my mouth. “Mmm. Delicious. Meldare, make up a tray with some of these refreshments and bring it along to my room.”
“Yes, Princess.”
Imrissa keeps smiling her haughty little smile at me, and I return it with a poisonous one of my own.
“Tomorrow we’re going to the Veil of the Priestess,” says Imrissa. “It’s a waterfall with a deep swimming hole. Anyone who visits the falls must perform a carnal rite or a ceremonial copulation to honor Beirgid. Will you be joining us, Princess Ruelle?”
I’d rather cut the nipples and noses off a dozen prisoners. But it’s a pointed question, intended to discern whether I’ve overcome my aversion to sexual acts. Why my intimate life should be such a matter of concern is beyond me. I can’t understand why the people of this wretched kingdom seem so personally offended and displeased by someone who abstains from sex.
But this is the first group activity of Summerglee. If I want to continue with the momentum I’ve gained, I have to attend.
“Of course I’ll be there,” I hear myself saying.
Oh gods. What am I doing? What did I just agree to?
Something warm presses at my waist, against my back. Ducayne’s hand.
He’s touching me without permission. I should be angry, but—the heat of his palm is soothing. My breathing eases.
“I have to thank you, Vienne,” I continue. “It seems as though everyone is charmed with Ducayne. You were right. He is worth three of your thralls.”
And with a nod to Imrissa, I leave the garden.
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My first evening at Summerglee is a haze of indolent smiles, drawling voices, lamplight, and hannas smoke. The nobles eat dinner while lounging on couches together. A few of them make their thralls serve as footstools. So far, the clothes have stayed on.
“It always takes a while for the barriers to break down,” I hear Lady Umari murmuring to Ruelle. “The first night is fairly tame. Smoking, drinking, politics. You’ll start to see alignments, though. Bazra and those two surly-looking nobles from the central plains. The Crown Princess with Lady Imrissa and Countess Jilleen, of course.”
“Who’s the handsome one talking to Khal?” Ruelle asks.
I’m sitting at Ruelle’s feet while one of Umari’s triplets braids my hair. When Ruelle mentions “the handsome one,” my heart jerks. I look up, searching for the lord of whom she’s speaking.
He’s a lean shadow of a man, my age or a little younger. Attractive, I guess, in a keen, sharp, cutting way, like a knife.
Fuck me. Of course she likes him—she loves knives.
“That’s Ward, Cowen’s younger brother,” Umari says.
“The one who likes chemicals and explosives?”
“Not only that. He crafts the finest drugs in the kingdom. Drugs that make standard hannas look like a cup of weak tea. I’ll wager he has brought a selection with him. He trades his best blends for special favors.”
“What kind of favors?”
“A lady never tells. But I will say that he prefers nobles to thralls. So if you want to bargain with him, it’s yourself you’ll be offering, not this fine piece of man-flesh.” Umari reaches down and squeezes my shoulder. “Oh my gods—so massive. So solid.” She squeezes again, then nudges the triplet with her foot. “You and your brothers should exercise more, bulk up those muscles.”
“Yes, my lady,” he replies.
“This is Keb, by the way,” Umari says. “I’m bringing him to the waterfall tomorrow. You’re attending, yes?”
Ruelle clears her throat. “Yes.”
“Are you planning a carnal rite or a ceremonial copulation?”
I listen desperately for Ruelle’s answer, because I have no idea what those are. Well, I know what copulation is, but ceremonial? The Thannirans are obsessed with physical pleasure—their entire religion centers on it, but I’ve never studied their rituals in detail.
“I haven’t decided yet,” says Ruelle.
“Of course. You and your thrall are new to each other, yes?”
“Very new.”
“I can tell. You don’t touch him.”
Instead of answering, Ruelle sends me to fetch her some wine. I taste it first. It’s the best I’ve ever sampled, and I long for a glass, but I’m not offered one. My Princess, on the other hand, takes down three glasses. I haven’t seen her drink, except perhaps half a glass during dinner at the Royal Seat. She should pace herself.
After a while, Umari’s triplet Keb begins—petting me. Stroking my bare back, my arms, my hands. It feels all right, I suppose—a little awkward. I’m not used to such attention from another man.
“We should watch the two of them fuck, Princess,” murmurs Umari, puffing on a hannas stick while eyeing me and her thrall. “Imagine it.”
“Gods, I’m exhausted,” barks Ruelle. “I’m going to bed. Come, thrall.”
She stands abruptly, wobbles, and nearly falls. I rise quickly and catch her.
Yes, she’s very drunk. On the first night, amid all these watching eyes. She can’t possibly walk out of this room on her own two feet.
“Order me to carry you,” I whisper in her ear.
“Carry me, thrall,” she commands loudly. “Take me to bed.”
My face heats, but I manage a broad grin as I sweep her into my arms. “I am at the service of my Princess.”
I make a point of meeting Umari’s eyes and winking at her. And as I walk from the room, I catch the gaze of several more nobles, giving each my most suggestive smile.
Let them think I’m a whore for them all. But I belong to the girl in my arms.
Lord Bazra leans against the wall near the doorway, where pearly steps lead up to the second floor. His mouth goes lecherously crooked when he notices Ruelle’s head lolling against my shoulder.
“Drop her off in my room,” he says, low. “You can come get her later, when I’m done. She won’t remember a thing.”
Nearby, Lord Cowen bursts into raucous laughter. “A joke, of course. Good one, Baz. No need to repeat that amusing line, thrall—Lord Bazra would never suggest harming the princess, oh no. Only in jest, only for laughs. Ha, ha! Go on, then. Upstairs with your mistress.”
Only the limp weight of my Princess in my arms keeps me from throttling Lord Bazra. He’s staring at me, sneering, a clear challenge. Whether he meant what he said or was merely trying to rile me up, I can’t tell. Either way, he is now my enemy.
I am Ruelle’s prey, her prize—her pawn in this game. But maybe I am something else, too.
Her protector.
Meldare helps Ruelle prepare for bed while I wander through the immense suite, admiring the elaborate carved trim along the walls and the delicate strings of shells and crystals that hang from the chandelier. There are slatted folding doors of bleached wood leading out onto a balcony, and even though they’re closed, I can hear the distant rush of the ocean. I hoped we would go down to the shore today, but I was disappointed. Perhaps tomorrow, after the excursion to the waterfall.
Why would everyone go to an inland waterfall when the ocean is so nearby? I cannot understand it.
Ruelle’s voice, slurred and strident, rises in the bathing room. She’s so loud that I walk to the half-open door and peer in. “Everything all right?”
Meldare and the Princess both look flushed and frustrated.
“She is fussing over me,” protests the Princess. “Treating me like a child. I asked for my knives. I need my knives. Get me my knives, Ducayne.”
“And I told Her Highness that handling knives while drunk is not safe,” says Meldare.
“Go on to your room and get some rest,” I tell the maid. “I’ll take care of it.”
“Are you sure?” Meldare casts a sidelong look at the Princess, who’s sniffing each bar of scented soap in the tray by the huge copper tub and then pitching them across the tiled floor. Her cheeks are pink and her blond hair is coming out of the neat coiffure she wore to dinner. Her thin nightdress has slipped off one shoulder.
“I’m sure,” I tell the maid.
“The guards will be outside if she becomes dangerous,” mutters Meldare, but somehow Ruelle hears her.
“How dare you?” She takes a swaying step toward the maid. “Become dangerous? I’m always dangerous.”
“So you are,” I tell her soothingly, cupping her shoulders lightly. “Let’s get you to bed, Highness.”
“There’s something I want first.” She looks down at her empty hands. “I need my knives.”
“And you shall have your knives, if you’ll get into bed.”
“You don’t bargain with me, thrall,” snaps the Princess.
I hear the bedroom door close behind Meldare, so I place my hands in Ruelle’s and draw her out of the bathing room, toward the bed. “Of course, your Highness. You are in charge here. I submit to you. I obey you in all things.”
We’ve reached the bed now, and I guide her onto it, pulling the sheets over her legs. She’s shaking her head, angry and helpless. “I need my knives, thrall.”
If I give them to her when she’s in this state, she could seriously hurt me, or herself. “There’s a Healer on the premises, yes?”
She nods. “A Healer to provide us all with contraceptive tonics, and to repair any injuries. Are you afraid I’m going to cut you, thrall?”
“I am.” I cross the room and search the luggage until I find two of her knives.
When I place them in her upturned palms, she stares at them. “These are not my favorites.”
“Yes, they are.” I press her fingers closed around them. “Tell me about this waterfall we’re going to visit, Princess. What is this ritual we have to perform?”
She groans, stabbing one of her knives into a pillow. “It’s for luck, and to show respect to the goddess.” She stabs again, releasing a puff of feathers. “Ceremonial copulation is having sex in the temple behind the waterfall with one of the priests or priestesses. A ‘carnal rite’ is sex in the pool beneath the waterfall, with anyone else. There are different incenses burned and different charms spoken for each.” More stabbing, and more feathers.
“And which type of rite will you do?”
She rakes the blade through the pillow, splitting it wide. “Maybe I’ll lose my virginity to a priest. Or to that Ward fellow, Cowen’s younger brother.”
Acidic emotion burns in my chest. “What about me?”
“What about you?”
“Do you really find me so unappealing? Do you really hate me so much that you’d choose to have your first time with a stranger?”
“Do you really care?”
“Yes.”
She blinks at me. “You want to have me first, don’t you?”
My cock twitches at the words. I growl with frustration, clasping my hands at the back of my head and stalking away from the bed. “That’s not the point.”
“Fine. Do it now.” A rustle of clothing, and then she says, “Fuck me, Ducayne. Right now. Be the first.”
I glance at her, and I freeze.
She has pulled up her nightdress, and she’s bare underneath. Her perfectly smooth, beautifully shaped sex is on full display, open to me. Both knives are still in her hands.
“You’re not yourself,” I manage in a choked voice. “You’re scared, and you’re drunk. I won’t do it.”
Her eyebrows lift. “I gave you a command.”
“And I must disobey.”
Slowly she pulls down her nightdress. “Come here.”
Cautiously I approach, my heart pounding. I stop just within arm’s reach.
Her hand flashes.
Pain shoots across my chest, right over my heart. I look down, and blood is oozing from the wound, dripping down the ridges of my stomach.
The Princess is swaying where she sits. I’m surprised she can maintain her grip on the knife. “Fuck me, thrall.”
“No.”
She screeches with frustrated anger and whips the knife across my arm. “Stop defying me and do it!”
“Not tonight.”
Her teeth are clenched, her eyes filling with angry tears. “Please! I have to get past this. I won’t ever be one of them unless I can do this, unless I can be this. Please.”
I’m being torn apart. I want her, and I’m angry, and her pain is mine, and I can’t divide lust from this raw yearning in my heart to be her choice, not because she’s afraid or drunk or pressured, but because she truly wants me.
I move in, seating myself on the bed beside her. “Ask me another time.”
With a little sobbing shriek, she cuts my chest again. I ignore the pain and shift closer, circling her with my arms.
“Stop,” she gasps through a choked sob. “You bastard, you whore, stop!” But she’s yielding, folding, crumpling against me. The tip of a knife drags down my ribs, and then she lets both blades fall among the blankets and she curls against my bleeding chest and cries.
I hold her amid the blood and the soft white feathers.
I hold her until she has sobbed out her entire heart and she sags against me, nearly unconscious from exhaustion and drink.
It is a greater pleasure than any I’ve ever had.
Finally I settle her on the pillows, wipe her face, and set her knives on the bedside table before lying down beside her on my back. My cuts are shallow. Someone can heal them for me tomorrow.
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I wake amid bloody feathers. My chest is sore, and the skin aches, pulling tight where blood has dried on my cuts.
Ruelle has scooted down in the bed. Her face is pressed to my ribs, her cheek smeared with blood. Her arm lies across my waist.
Seeing her there, marked with my blood—my heart swells, huge and agonized.
Fuck me. I think I love her.
It’s not possible. I won’t let it happen. I need to do something to stop it, or I’ll spend my entire enslaved life being miserable over her. I’ll be pining for her when she makes a match with some noble bastard.
She’s stirring. Blinking. When she realizes she’s touching me, she sits bolt upright.
And promptly retches and vomits into a nearby vase.
“Gods,” she groans. “My head.”
“You drank a lot. Perhaps not a lot by a soldier’s standards, but more than you usually do, I think.”
She looks at me. Takes in my wounds, the feathers, the knives I laid on the bedside table.
She doesn’t speak. But by the look on her face, I know she remembers most of it.
Grimacing at the pull of my bloodied cuts, I rise and shuffle to the privy to piss. I wash up while I’m at it, and freshen my breath. By the time I return, Ruelle has already called a servant to take away the smelly vase and the stained bedding. The servant raises his eyebrows, but doesn’t comment on the state of things. I’m not sure whether he’s from the Royal Seat, from another noble household, or from a nearby town—but he has probably seen worse during his years of service.
After Ruelle takes her turn in the bathing room, she faces me, arms folded. “I let myself get out of control last night. It won’t happen again.”
“You were nervous about today. I understand. No apology necessary.”
“I wasn’t going to apologize. You’re my thrall. I don’t have to apologize to you.”
Blood roars into my face, and my heartbeat kicks up. After what I did for her—and what I didn’t do, despite her commands and pleas—
Last night she cut me for being honorable. And she is brushing that off as if it’s nothing. As if I deserved the pain.
“You act as if your sister is so terrible, as if I’m so much better off with you,” I say. “Yet you abuse me whenever you please.”
“You are better off with me. My father would have killed you. My sister would have broken you.”
“So I should be grateful that I’m your slave? That you can slice me up whenever you want? Tell me, Princess, if our roles were reversed, and you were my pleasure thrall, would you be grateful?”
I take two strides forward, crowding her against the wall. She looks around, her fingers curling and twitching, aching for a knife, but there are none within reach. For once I let myself glory in my physical dominance over her. When she lunges for my throat, I catch her wrists and slam them back against the wall, on either side of her head.
She’s seething, her breasts surging with harsh, quick breaths, but she doesn’t call the guards. She doesn’t order me to let her go—she doesn’t beg me—gods, if she begged me for mercy I would melt at once.
But she looks into my eyes, and her expression is poison and passion, hate and hunger.
“If you were my pleasure thrall,” I say, low and fierce. “If I was your master, and you were bound to yield your body to me whenever I wanted it. If I could make you crawl to me. If I could order you to put your lovely lips around my cock and suck me until I came on your tongue. If I wanted your mouth and fingers on my chest. If I wanted you to sit on my face and let me feast on your sweet wetness—if I wanted you to choke me while riding my cock—would you be grateful?”
I have the dizzy feeling I meant to make a different point. My words and my imagination got away with me.
“You’re a crude man,” she hisses.
“And you’re a cruel princess,” I reply. “The Princess who begged me to fuck her last night.”
I still have her wrists pinned. My tattoo hasn’t pained me at all, perhaps because the magic in it can discern that I intend no serious harm to her.
Her obstinate chin tips up. Her lips are parted, showing neat white teeth.
I can’t look anywhere else. Her mouth, her beautiful mouth, her sweet soft mouth—
“I’m still not apologizing to a thrall,” the sweet mouth says, curling with derision.
Swearing, I push myself away from her and stalk to the slatted balcony doors. The hinges squeak when I fold them back. Bright sea air rushes in, cooling my heated face, soothing the angry cuts on my chest.
I can tell when she comes up behind me. There’s a faint smell of citrus and cinnamon. When she was in the bathing room she must have applied whatever scent she usually wears.
“Are you really going to fuck a priest? Or Ward?” I say, low.
“No. I’m not ready for anyone.”
“Are you unable to feel arousal?”
“I feel it,” she says. “Sometimes I pleasure myself.”
“Then why not enjoy pleasure with another person? Has someone hurt you, frightened you? Tell me who it was and I’ll kill him. Or her. Them.”
She gives a rueful laugh. “Many people have hurt me, Ducayne. Everyone close to me. Mother, father, sister, servants, and the few friends I’ve had. It’s my choice not to let anyone put himself inside me, to have me in a way that feels—frightening and open.”
“Sex doesn’t have to mean that you’re opening your heart. Many people do it without letting their emotions get involved.”
“Do they really, though?”
I’m about to answer, but—maybe she’s right. Maybe the involvement of emotion, positive or negative, is unavoidable.
“Do you prefer women?” I ask. “Is that why you don’t react to me?”
Silence.
“Gods. I’m so sorry.” I turn to face her. “I thought because you claimed me, that you were inclined to men, but—”
“Oh, I am,” she says. “Inclined to a man—to men. Lots of men, not just one, because that would be absurd.” She vents a nervous chuckle. “Maybe I should stay away from the waterfall. But if I don’t go, they’ll whisper, they’ll taunt and torment and tease me. I’ll lose the ground I’ve gained with them. They’ve already noticed I don’t touch you.”
“But you do,” I say gently. “When we’re alone. Sometimes it hurts, and sometimes you’re asleep, but you do touch me.”
I reach for her hand, slowly, like a man might reach out carefully toward a wild beast with very sharp teeth. What kind of foolish man would do that, I don’t know. But I reach for Ruelle, and she lets me collect her fingers in mine.
“Beyond this, I won’t touch you unless you want me to.”
“Says the man who shoved me against the wall.”
I wince. “True. But you let me do it. You knew I wouldn’t hurt you.”
“I knew you couldn’t.”
“Why do you want this so much?” I ask. “Why are you trying so hard to be someone you’re not? Someone who fits in with these wretched, spoiled people?”
“You know why.” She pulls away and picks up one of her knives. “When my sister takes the throne, I believe she will kill me unless I have powerful allies. She hates me. So I must make myself beloved by others. I have to form alliances and friendships, which is hard for me, because I like to be alone. I don’t like people.”
“Maybe you just haven’t met the right people.” I flash her a smile. “From what I can tell, most people in this kingdom are assholes.”
“So are the people in yours.” She throws me a sour look, then tests the knifepoint against her thumb.
“I’ll have to agree with you there. Listen, if you can trust me a little, we can convince the guests that you’re as sexually active as they are. We can make this work, we can pretend. We can—” An idea blazes in my mind. “We can fake it.”
She looks up at me quizzically.
“We can fake sex in the pool at the waterfall,” I say. “Yes, we’ll have to touch each other—maybe make some sounds—but they don’t have to know it’s not real, that I’m not really inside you.”
Inside you. I swallow hard, willing my body to calm down. It doesn’t work.
“Fake it.” The Princess’s eyes are lighting up. “So if I touch you a bit more during the day—just casual touches—and I let you touch me a little, they won’t have cause to talk. And if we pretend we’re performing the carnal rite in the swimming hole, no one can tease me about being a virgin again. I can wait until I’m ready.”
“Exactly.”
Her delight swerves into suspicion, and her eyes narrow. “You can’t tell anyone about this. I’ll cut you if you do.”
“There’s no need to threaten me, Princess.” On impulse, I sink to one knee and press my lips to the knuckles of her knife-hand. “I’ll guard your secrets.”
She lets me kiss her hand. Then she snatches her fingers away. “I’ll call Meldare to help us dress, and I’ll summon the Healer to fix all of that.” She wrinkles her nose at my chest, as if the cuts are my fault, as if she isn’t the one who dealt them. Then she moves away to pull the bell-cord.
I sigh, huffing a faint laugh and shaking my head.
One step at a time.
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The waterfall is the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in a long time—with the exception of a certain pleasure thrall from Yurstin. It’s almost worth the two-hour carriage ride and the half-hour walk to get here.
The Veil of the Priestess rains down in sparkling drops from a bluff high overhead. The pool below it is deep in the center—so deep that Master Thranwright warned everyone about it when we arrived. But we have a water-wielder along, as well as guards and servants who can swim. And for the two guests who cannot swim, there are watertight pouches filled with air, to which they can cling and float.
As the nobles pause at the head of the path to take in the view, servants hurry ahead, testing the water, scattering petals and herbs over it, adding fresh incense to the burners that already stand around the pool.
From the darkness behind the waterfall, two figures emerge—a man and a woman. Both are naked, but their bodies are painted in a semblance of clothing. It is an odd effect.
“A priest and priestess of Beirgid,” says Khal. He stands at my elbow, while Mala crouches at his feet. Her submissive posture is a bold contrast to my thrall’s confident stance.
As the Crown Princess, my sister goes to speak with the servants of Beirgid. I should probably join her, but I’d rather not stand beside her. My presence will only prompt her to tell them something nasty about me. I’ll let her preen and coo and compliment them without my interference.
“Will you be taking a priest or priestess today, or enjoying your own thrall?” Khal asks.
“My thrall,” I reply. “We’ll do the carnal rite.”
“As will we.” Khal reaches down to stroke Mala’s head. “My pet is already wet for me, aren’t you, precious?”
Mala whimpers a little, turns and sucks one of his fingers into her mouth.
How would it feel to debase myself that way? To whimper at Ducayne’s feet and suck his fingers? Would he bend and pet me, and praise me gently? Would I like it?
Arousal warms between my legs, and I panic.
“Go, thrall,” I say, pushing Ducayne toward the path that leads to the pool.
Startled, he obeys. The others trail after us, pairs and trios wending their way down to the rocky brink of the pool. The popping of corks signal the beginning of the festivities—but I’m determined not to get drunk this time. Just a little liquor, to take the edge off my nerves. Ducayne brings me a cup and sips first, licking his lips afterward.
I take care to put my mouth on the part of the cup his lips didn’t touch.
Musicians settle in nearby, shaded by mossy trees. As their melody drifts through the air and the alcohol buzzes through my blood, my anxiety begins to ease a little.
A girl approaches me—the olive-skinned girl who was nervously folding paper when we first arrived at the beach palace. She holds three hannas sticks between her long, tapered fingers. “Would you like one, Your Highness? It’s Ward’s special blend.”
Ward is close behind her. My pulse ticks up a notch at the sight of him—a lean sharp body, almost unhealthy in its thinness. He’s shirtless, wearing a dozen necklaces over his bony chest, and his pants are slipping dangerously low on his hips. I want to trace the flat plane of his abdomen with a knife. I want to draw lines of blood along his ribs and watch his stomach cave in with agonized breath. I want to cut notches along his sharp collarbones.
When my gaze reaches Ward’s face, he’s watching me with sunken dark eyes. His cheeks are deeply hollowed, and dark hair tumbles wildly over his forehead.
“This is my best batch of hannas yet,” he says in a low, hoarse tone. “I'd be honored if your Highness would partake.”
Mesmerized by the intensity of his gaze, I reach for one of the papery sticks; but Ducayne intercepts me. “I’ll test it first, my lady.”
“I would never think of harming the Princess,” Ward says.
“Caring for her is my duty and my pleasure.” Ducayne tucks a hannas stick between two knuckles and takes a long pull. Its tip flares orange.
He tilts back his head and opens his throat, exhaling a cloud of smoke. His eyes fall shut.
“I told you it was good.” Ward smirks as Ducayne inhales again. “Princess, you should retrieve the stick before your thrall decides to keep it for himself.”
But Ducayne takes my chin between his thumb and first knuckle, coaxing my lips to part. He leans in and exhales hannas smoke into my mouth. When I suck in a startled breath, the hannas crackles in my lungs, warming my chest.
It’s a bold move from my thrall. But I did tell him he was permitted to touch me a little.
The girl who offered me the hannas is sharing another stick with her thrall. He has skin a shade darker than hers, with hair dyed bright blue. Every bit of his exposed skin is tattooed with intricate designs in a matching shade of blue. Most of the designs incorporate ancient sigils for pleasure and fertility.
“I’m Luthia,” says the girl. “And this is my thrall Sherad. We smoke a lot of hannas. It calms me.”
“One of my best customers,” says Ward, and he kisses her on the mouth. “I will see you all in the pool. Cowen will be using Zurai today, and I’ll be coupling with a priestess or a priest. Perhaps both. Unless your Highness would like to try something more elegant and intelligent than your usual fare.” His eyes meet mine significantly, and his tongue glides over his lips.
So he is interested in me. I could have him. I’m attracted to him, yes—but in him there is only risk and uncertainty, no trust or safety.
With my thrall, there is danger, yes, but there is security, too. Trust and doubt, swirled together. He and I have a plan.
“Thank you for your tempting offer,” I murmur, smiling at Ward. “Perhaps another day.”
He bows and moves away.
Luthia hands her third hannas stick to Umari, who approaches us accompanied by the triplet Keb.
Umari sniffs the hannas stick delicately and hums her appreciation. “Ah, thank the goddess for Ward and his blends. At least one of those brothers is skilled with his fingers. As for Cowen, he’s all jokes and pranks, not much else.” She leans closer to me, but doesn’t lower her voice. “Shared a bed with him last Summerglee—such a tiny dick I could barely feel it, and he came the moment he got in. He wiggled his fingers around my parts afterward until I faked a climax so I could go to sleep.”
I wince and nod in feigned sympathy. To escape further awkward conversation, I turn back to Ducayne, plucking the stick from his fingers and sucking on it myself. When I’m ready to exhale, I tip my face up to his, and he accepts the curls of smoke from my lips. Moths flutter in my chest at the nearness of his profile to mine.
A shout distracts both of us. It’s Cowen, running toward the pool, stripping as he goes. In seconds his square, thick body is entirely naked, except for the gold chain and medallion that bangs against his chest as he runs. His dick doesn’t look tiny at all. Strange. But I barely get a glimpse before the image of his pale, freckled ass is seared on my eyeballs and he flings himself into the pool with a yell and a giant splash.
Laughter erupts from the other guests, and one by one they begin to strip off their outer garments and leap in after Cowen. Some of them retain scraps of clothing—others go in nude. I have never seen so many dicks or bare breasts in my life.
I let my outer robe slip from my shoulders. Underneath I'm wearing a pair of lace panties and a tiny lace corset that cups and supports my breasts while barely covering them.
Maybe it’s the smoke, or the drink, or maybe it’s the heat of the sun kissing my skin, but for the first time since I arrived, I can feel it—the atmosphere my sister has spoken of in such glowing terms. The thrum of my blood, the bare beauty of my own skin, the desire thrumming through my veins. The wild impulse to do everything I’ve never done, to push myself to new limits and undertake new adventures.
The wine and the weed have done their part, the day is bright and the music is cheerful, and we are all young.
This is it. This is Summerglee.
The water is warmer than I thought it would be.
I slide deeper into it, feeling along the rocky bottom until I find the dropoff to the deeper part. I’m up to my shoulders here, and I’m not ready to go any farther yet.
Part of me craves the cool stone walls and metallic scent of the torture rooms back home—the delicate work of eliciting secrets and confessions with the least possible amount of physical damage. I love the sense of control I have in that role. Here, I am out of my depth, and I do not have my knives.
Ducayne moves up beside me, the gleaming edge of the water cupping his pectorals. Flowers and herbs of delicate green, deep rose, and pale yellow fleck the water’s surface, and a few of the petals cling to his skin. He’s still smoking the hannas stick, and his eyes are glossy, pupils blown wide from its effects, smoke issuing from his parted lips.
He’s had enough, so I pluck the hannas stick from him, pinch it out, and fling it onto a rock. We can fetch it later.
Ducayne hums his displeasure, but he doesn’t say anything—just ducks beneath the water and comes up streaming wet, water beading on his lashes and lips. He rakes his hands through his dripping hair, biceps bulging as he does it.
Once again his beauty hurts me. I’m not sure why.
The priest and priestess of Beirgid are standing on a rock beside the waterfall. The music changes, and they begin a melodic chant, words of pleasure and good fortune—a blessing.
My sister is in the deep center of the pool with Ethwyn, her red hair floating like a cloud of blood in the water around her. After a long kiss with her thrall, she pushes him below the surface to pleasure her. He pops up after a minute, snatches a breath, and goes back down.
The priest and priestess end their chant. Golden sunlight and dappled shadow filter over the shining shoulders and multi-hued faces in the pool. A haze of incense and hannas smoke thickens the air.
“Luthia and her thrall Sherad have agreed to begin the carnal rites for us,” Vienne announces, speaking above the sound of the waterfall. “Those of you who prefer the ceremonial copulation can now follow the priest and priestess into the cave temple behind the falls.”
Ward and a few others leave the pool and follow the path along its edge, disappearing into the darkness behind the veil of water.
“What’s the benefit of the ceremonial copulation?” whispers Ducayne.
“Mating with a priest or priestess supposedly imparts great health, strength, and virility,” I murmur. “It’s a stronger dose of blessing from the goddess. The carnal rites give good luck too, but they’re like a nod of respect, while copulation with a servant of Beirgid shows utter devotion, and is usually accompanied by a monetary gift to the temple.”
“So the priests and priestesses are whores for hire.”
I slam my palm over his mouth and glance around frantically. “Don’t say that! Especially not in the pool of the goddess herself.”
“All right, all right.”
“You should know better. Your people worship the gods.”
“Not like this. In my kingdom, thralls are more like servants with sexual duties and less like erotic pets—with a few exceptions. And we don’t worship Beirgid or the other gods with the passion your kingdom does. Most of our shrines and temples are rarely attended and poorly maintained.”
“So you’re apostates. You’ve abandoned the true source of life and magic.”
Ducayne rolls his eyes, and I frown. The hannas has made him a little too free with his opinions and expressions.
“You worship Arawn, not Beirgid,” he points out. “You’re just as different from them as I am.” He nods to the clusters of people kissing and entwining in the pool.
“Maybe,” I admit. “But I respect the other gods, even if I don’t worship them as devotedly as Arawn.”
“Is there a shrine to Arawn near here?”
“There is. A beautiful one. I’ve read about it, but no one here will want to visit it.”
Ducayne moves nearer to me, his skin golden and glimmering, his eyes deeply dark. “I’ll go with you to see it.”
My heart jumps, and I answer sharply. “Of course you will, if I command it, thrall.”
He smiles. “Yes, your Highness.”
He’s moving closer. His hands circle my wrists under the water, slide up my arms. “Is this all right?”
I swallow. “Yes.”
“May I touch more of you?”
My breath hitches. “I—yes.”
Scraps of wet clothing lie discarded at the edge of the pool as people shed their last bits of covering. Music ripples over the hazy water, mingling with the splash and gurgle  as bodies shift and surge and link. Moans and gasps are beginning to escape from throats, sounds of pleasure sifting into the smoke curling from the incense burners.
Vienne is arching back, barely staying afloat because Ethwyn is doing his job so well underwater. Mala floats on her back, with Khal’s face between her legs. Cowen and his curvy thrall Zurai are wrapped together, tongues entwined.
The girl with the olive skin, Luthia, half-lies on a rock by the waterfall, propped on her elbows, her head tipped back and her wet dark hair painting the gray stone. Her legs are doubled up, and her breasts bob as her thrall Sherad drives his cock into her. Her nipples are long and dark.
As I watch, she lifts her head to watch him pumping into her sex. She grips the back of his neck and gasps in tandem with him, locked eye to eye—faster—faster—and they cry out together, quaking through their joint orgasm. He leans forward, and she tips her forehead against his while they murmur the ceremonial post-coital chant.
The two of them are leading the rite. They are the first coupling, visible to all, and the rest of us are supposed to follow their example.
I’m so aroused. Not just from the visual of it, but the connection between Luthia and Sherad. I suspect these two are not merely thrall and mistress. There is something more in the way they move, the way they look at each other.
Of course there is, because how could two people fuck regularly and spend all their time together without becoming emotionally intimate, unless there was real cruelty and abuse separating their hearts?
Ducayne’s hands cup my waist, pressing lightly. He bends, his mouth brushing my ear. “Our ruse must begin now, Princess,” he murmurs. “They’re watching us.”
It’s true. As I look around, I notice others in the pool stealing glances our way, even as they’re entwined with their own partners. I’m the frigid Princess, the one who deals in pain and torment, and they’re curious to see me in a new light. They want to be reassured that I’m like them.
“I’ll make a bet with you,” whispers Ducayne. “I will bet you a night in your bed that you’re already wet.”
“Of course I’m wet,” I hiss back. “We’re in the water.”
“Not that kind of wet.” He smirks. “Put your fingers in your sex, Princess. You’ll be able to feel the difference. I’ve fucked in the water before—I know what I’m talking about.”
He takes my wrist and guides my hand to the waist of my panties.
The urge to cut him, slap him, or bite him roars up inside me, but I breathe through it. His fingers are not a threat. They are strong, yes—but gentle and warm.
My blood pounds in my throat, in my head.
He’s moving my fingers beneath the lace, pushing them deep between my thighs. And I feel it—the liquid that isn’t water. It’s more slippery, slightly viscous.
“Oh,” I whisper.
A flush colors Ducayne’s cheekbones. His eyes are half-lidded, heavy with lust. “What did I tell you? I guess I’ll be sharing the bed with you again tonight.”
I don’t protest. I’m paralyzed, with my fingers tucked inside my slick opening, his hand resting over the lace of my panties.
All around us, the chorus of male groans and female whimpers is swirling, intensifying, punctuating the eternal susurration of the waterfall.
Ducayne moves back and reaches underwater to pull off his undershorts. He tosses them aside.
With the ripples, the half-gloom, and the petals clouding the surface, I can’t see through the water, but I know my thrall’s cock is there, naked and erect, pointing toward me.
He approaches again, and its tip bumps against my lower belly. I gasp as another surge of liquid arousal slicks my inner folds. Embarrassed, I pull my fingers out of my slit.
“I can’t do this,” I whisper frantically. “I can’t be the soft sweet thing who mews and squeals for you.”
“Then don’t be,” he breathes in my ear. “Be yourself. Crush me, bruise me, choke me, bite me. As long as they think I’m inside you, we can do anything we want.”
He’s right. Even now, behind the curtain of our hair, they probably think we’re kissing. They don’t know I’m struggling on the precipice, petrified of yielding even a little.
“We can leave,” he whispers.
“No.” I grip his arms. “No.”
“Then look at me.” Ducayne’s order is low and tense. I meet his heated gaze, inhaling sharply at the raw lust and rebellion I find there. “I’m your whore, Ruelle. Fake-fuck me like the knife-wielding bitch princess you are.”
Anger and determination spiral inside me, coiling together with all the restless pent-up passion in my soul. It’s a tornado, a burning geyser, and I crack with the force of it.
I shove Ducayne backward, and he half-stumbles on the rocky floor of the pool. Again I shove him, and his back hits a boulder at the end of the pool. I leap for him, my nails sinking into his shoulders, and he catches my thighs, moving me so my core is centered over his cock. His length is pinned between us, pressed to his belly.
I grip his face with all my strength, feeling the bones of his jaws through his flesh. His eyes blaze into mine, fiercely gleeful. “Bitch,” he whispers.
“Whore,” I hiss back, grinding my hips against his. He gasps, and his cock flexes between us. My clit pulses against the hard roll of flesh, sending keen thrills through my lower belly. I love the sensation, yet I hate that my body is betraying its weakness for him. The inner conflict fuels my desperate fire, and I lean in, catching Ducayne’s lower lip between my teeth and biting it viciously until I taste his blood.
When I pull back, fearing I went too far, he licks the crimson blood from his lip and grins. “Is that the worst you’ve got, Highness?”
I gasp out a laugh and sink my hand into his hair, wrenching his head back. I’m in a daze, a storm of beating hearts and blood and water—I set my lips to his bared throat and nip a pinch of his skin, sucking it hard. He tastes like the floating herbs and flowers, like heat and salt and smoke. When I let go, a red mark blooms on the skin of his neck.
Mine.
I move my mouth lower, sucking his skin again, leaving another mark. He’s panting, his cock jerking against my folds. Every solid pulse of that hard length makes me weaker, wetter, wilder. My insides feel hollow—they ache for fullness.
The image of myself reaching down, shifting my panties, tucking him inside me—it fills my brain, beating hectic in my blood. I vent a faint screech and move against him desperately. A thrill soars through my belly.
With a guttural moan Ducayne loses his last scrap of control. He seizes my hips, lifting my whole body, bucking against me, rubbing my core over his length under the water. The friction is cataclysmic.
“Gods-fucking-shit,” I gasp. The tingling, soaring sensation in my gut takes off, streaking into a stomach-dropping, nerve-searing burst of pleasure. The climax shatters through my limbs, rattling every organ, sending my fingernails deep, deep into Ducayne’s skin.
He’s shaking, rocking against me, whispering, “Coming—coming—gods—ah, fuck—” Heat spurts from him, pulsing against my stomach before dissipating into the water. His body hardens briefly against mine and then he relaxes, panting.
Dizzily I begin murmuring the prayer we’re supposed to say afterward, the plea for Beirgid’s blessing. “Repeat it,” I gasp to Ducayne, and he fumbles through the words after me.
And then I look away from his gorgeous, flushed face, away from the sinewy neck I marked with my lips, and I glance at the others in the pool.
Nearly every face is turned toward us. Hunger shines in their eyes, mingled with respect and interest.
When I meet my sister’s eyes, my stomach drops.
I have seen that look of deep, icy rage on her face many times before. And every time, someone has died.
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Not everyone has finished the carnal rite, but the Princess and I don’t have to stay and watch, apparently. She draws me along with her to a spot between some frilly bushes, where we’re partly shielded as we leave the water. She doesn’t want anyone to notice that she left her panties on the whole time.
I retrieve my undershorts, but when I look up after putting them on, the Princess is nowhere to be seen.
Her bodyguards stand in the shadow of a tree, muttering worriedly. One of them is Penn, the man often assigned outside her room at the palace. I haven’t caught the name of the other guard—I never saw him at the palace, but he accompanied us on the trip to the coast. As I approach, he asks Penn, “Should we follow her anyway?”
“Where did she go?” I ask.
Penn points to a faint grassy track through the undergrowth, but the other guard knocks his hand down. “Don’t tell him! He’s the enemy! He shouldn’t be alone with her!”
“He’s been tattooed,” Penn says, as if he’s talking to a very young child. “He can’t hurt her. They’re alone together every night, you idiot. Besides, the Princess can handle herself.”
When she has knives, maybe. Not when a trained warrior like Vienne flies at her in a rage.
“I’ll go find her.” I start for the path.
But the second guard blocks me. “She said she wants to be alone.”
Of course she does. She came against my cock, and she’s panicking now. I need to go with her, to tell her it’s all right, that she shouldn’t be ashamed, that I enjoyed it, that we can have fun together, she and I…
Or maybe none of those things are what she needs to hear. Maybe she doesn’t need my presence right now.
I step back, nodding. “I will wait for her return.”
I head toward the pool, but I stop in the shadow of a tree when I see the bombastic lord, Bazra, near the edge of the water with his little redhaired thrall, Nonni. She’s upside down, with her ass and legs above the surface, and he’s holding her under with one hand while he fucks her. After a moment she starts to splash and struggle, while he laughs.
My heart pounds heavy in my chest, my rage building. I start forward—but someone is already intervening—not a noble, but Umari’s thrall Keb, one of the triplets. He seizes Nonni and pulls her off Bazra’s cock, helping her upright so she can breathe.
Keb gets a fist in the face for his trouble. But Umari steps in before Bazra can damage her thrall anymore. She and Bazra begin a spirited argument.
I don’t stay to watch the outcome. If I stay, I’ll be tempted to get involved, and that won’t end well for me or the Princess.
Hatred for the nobles of Thannira coils in my chest, squeezing tight. I need to walk it off.
I stride among the trees, my bare feet pressing into lush green moss. I duck under low-hanging branches and dodge thorny vines that might tear my skin. I am the Princess’s prize, and I must stay flawless. Healers have better things to do than mend scratches on a careless thrall.
The healer serving at Summerglee, who mended my knife wounds this morning, is the same one who healed Ruelle after her beating from Vienne. Meldare told me that the healer who was supposed to be at Summerglee was needed to handle a putrepox outbreak, so the King sent a Royal Healer to catch up with us on horseback. The poor woman looked exhausted and unhappy when she repaired me today, and the last thing I want is to inconvenience her again. All these vain, careless nobles will give her more than enough work, no doubt.
A whining insect hovers near my throat, and I smack it away. My neck twinges a little where my Princess sucked my skin. I touch the two marks, relishing the soreness. Proof that she wants me, despite what she tells herself.
I pluck a few purple flowers from a damp hollow, but then I toss them aside. Ruelle would sneer at me if I gave them to her.
At last I find a sun-soaked patch of thick grass, and it looks so inviting I stretch out in it, full-length. The bright heat saturates my muscles, my bones—it feels almost as good as climaxing with the Princess in my arms. But no—nothing can compare to that.
Nearby is a clump of bushes with fat blossoms the color of Ruelle’s cheeks when she’s angry or embarrassed. Fuzzy bumblebees alight on the nodding blooms, their tiny black legs clinging softly as they crawl about, collecting sustenance. Listening to their humming flight from flower to flower, my eyes close.
I waken to the sound of a piercing scream.
I jolt upright, heart hammering. Was that scream a nightmare, or real?
Another scream, sharper and shorter, and then a man’s shout.
Groggily I get to my feet and brush bits of grass off my backside. I hurry through the trees, back toward the waterfall and the pool.
More shouts, a cacophony of distant voices filtering through the forest.
I’ve been around death enough, both in my civilian life and my military service, to know the sounds human beings make when someone has been killed or severely wounded. These are the shocked cries of people who have just been reminded of their mortality.
I break into a run, an illogical fear clutching my chest. What if something has happened to my Princess?
If she died, I would be free from the tattoo’s magic—at least the part that binds me against escaping from her specifically. But if I couldn’t manage an immediate escape, I’d be killed or given to someone else—probably Vienne.
I don’t want Ruelle to die. Not just because my fate is tied to hers, but because her continued existence means something to me.
I burst out into the clearing by the waterfall. Across the pool, servants are carrying something out of the trees—a body. I squint, trying to make out who it is—wavy brown hair, brown skin—Keb?
Lady Umari approaches the bearers. Leans over the limp form, brushes her fingers through his hair. Then she waves to the servants to continue their progress.
She doesn’t seem too distraught, so Keb must only be injured. But the way his head lolls as they carry him away—the way the other nobles and thralls are clustering and exclaiming—
Oh gods. There’s blood on Keb’s throat. It’s been slit.
The servants hurry out of sight with the body, as if it’s a lump of shit whose sight and smell must be hidden from the nobles as quickly as possible.
I can’t see Ruelle anywhere in the gathered crowd. Most of the nobles and thralls are dressed in dry clothes again.
How long did I sleep? Where is my Princess?
The faint rush of the waterfall blurs the words being spoken; I can’t hear enough to discern what has happened. I quicken my pace, clambering over rocks and batting aside flowers and fronds.
As I approach the group by the pool, Lady Umari stalks up to Bazra and shoves his chest.
“You owe me,” she snaps. “He was priceless. One of a matched set. Now I’ll have to sell the other two as twins, I suppose, and start over. Where am I supposed to find another group of triplets that handsome and skilled?”
“I didn’t kill him,” retorts Bazra. He raises his voice so everyone can hear. “Umari gave me Keb after he interrupted my carnal rite with my thrall. She said I could fuck him or beat him, whichever I liked, as fair repayment for his interference. I took him into the woods, had my pleasure, and left him there. I didn’t kill him. I owe you nothing, Umari.”
“And I’m supposed to believe you?” Umari laughs scornfully. “Bastard. No one will grant you favors or alliances after this travesty.”
Reddening under his tan, Bazra glances around at the group. They have withdrawn from him slightly, ice in their eyes.
Then Bazra’s gaze lands on me, and his face lights up with malevolent purpose. “That one!” he points at me. “The Captain of Yurstin! He’s been tattooed so he won’t harm the royals, but who’s to say he couldn’t kill others? He came sneaking out of the woods just now, alone. We’ve all seen his rebellion, his defiance. He must have killed Umari’s thrall!”
I halt, conscious of dozens of eyes trained on me. Their suspicion heats my skin, beats at me like invisible fists.
“No.” I shake my head. “I didn’t harm the man.”
The Crown Princess steps forward, her hair still wet and darkly scarlet. Her blue eyes pierce mine. “Where were you, thrall? Answer honestly.”
“In the forest, Your Highness. My mistress wished to be alone, so I took a walk. And then I fell asleep awhile.”
“Can anyone corroborate this?” She looks around at the others.
“If it pleases Your Highness.” Ruelle’s bodyguard Penn steps forward. “After coupling with Princess Ruelle, Ducayne went in that direction, last I saw.” He points toward the area where I walked and slept. “He was nowhere near the spot where the body was found.”
Gratitude surges in my heart—but my relief is short-lived as Vienne says, “He’s a military man, trained for stealth. He could have circled around through the trees, slipped past us, and killed the thrall.”
“But I didn’t.” I step forward, desperate to defend myself.
The Crown Princess lifts two fingers, and a pair of her guards stride forward, grasping my arms, dragging me roughly toward her. They force me to my knees at her feet.
“Captain Adraxas Ducayne,” she says softly, cupping my chin, tilting my head up. I look into her beautiful face—exquisite, perfect, perilous. “Harming a fellow thrall is a very serious offense. Worse still is the terrible financial loss poor Umari has suffered because of the unique nature of this thrall, one of a perfect trio. Do you understand?”
“Your Highness, I swear I did not touch Keb. Why would I want him dead? Others would have greater motive and opportunity.” I let my gaze cut toward Bazra.
The Crown Princess smiles. “Lord Bazra has already said he is innocent. He is of noble blood. You are a traitor to your kingdom and an enemy to ours. You are not worthy to speak Lord Bazra’s name, much less level an accusation against him. Nor are you worthy to touch a body whose veins carry the royal blood, yet you are granted this privilege. Ungrateful wretch. Where is your mistress, my sister? Have you killed her too?”
“You know I can’t.”
Her hand crashes against my cheek. The blow makes Ruelle’s slaps seem like love-pats.
My teeth ache. Blood seeps into my mouth.
“I swear—” I begin again, but Vienne says, “On the ground, thrall. Belly down, face to the earth.”
“My Princess—” But before I can say anything else, one of the guards strikes my skull with his sword-hilt. Blinking through the roar of pain and anger in my head, seething through my own blood, I get down on my stomach and set my jaw against the grass.
The Crown Princess toes off her slipper and slides her bare foot up to my face. “Lick it well, thrall, and perhaps I will spare you from death—or at least make your death swift.”
There’s a murmur of delighted appreciation from the nobles. Bile rolls in my stomach, because they don’t care about Keb at all. To them, even to his mistress, he’s merely a financial loss, a loss of status and pride. They don’t mourn him. No one will, except perhaps his two remaining brothers.
No one will care if I am falsely accused and sentenced for his death. The Crown Princess could kill me right now. There is no one to stop her.
“Are you deaf, thrall?” snaps Vienne. “Lick. My. Foot. All over. Slowly.”
My mouth tastes like blood. I swallow as best I can, put out my tongue, and begin to lick the Crown Princess’s toes. They’re small, white, and salty, with nails painted scarlet.
“Keep licking,” she says, so I scoot forward a little, licking the knuckles of her toes, the top of her foot. After pausing to swallow, I sweep my tongue along her arch and bathe her ankle bones in my saliva.
“Very good, thrall,” she says, pulling back her foot. “And now, you’ll lick Lord Bazra’s feet. They’re very dirty, aren’t they, my lord? They need cleaning by a nasty foreign thrall.”
He grins at her before snapping his fingers at his thrall. “Nonni, your knee.”
The redhaired girl goes down on one knee. He props a foot on her raised thigh, and she removes his leather shoe for him. Then he gives her the other shoe to remove.
“One moment,” he says. “I took a shit nearby earlier. Let me find it—ah yes, under this bush.”
He sticks his feet under the bush, smearing them with his own excrement. And then he walks up to me.
There are gasps from the other nobles, and more than one retching sound. But Bazra and Vienne look violently gleeful.
“Put your boot on the thrall’s back,” Vienne orders one of the guards. “Hold him in place.”
A heavy boot thumps between my shoulder blades, pinning me to the ground. Bazra’s stinking foot approaches my mouth, and I fight the urge to vomit.
“Lick my shit, thrall,” he says.
“Or die,” adds Vienne.
I sink my fingers into the turf, steel my courage, and open my lips.
And then a quiet, poisonous voice slithers through the trees, perfectly audible in spite of the waterfall.
“Get your fucking foot away from my thrall, or I’ll cut it off.”




17

[image: ]
I stalk out of the trees. I’m still wearing my scanty, lacy swim clothes, but I try to walk as if I’m wearing my best gown.
The guard removes his foot from Ducayne’s back immediately. Bazra retreats a step, too. Because I am the Second Princess.
“Your thrall may have killed a man. We are punishing him.” Vienne’s blue eyes meet mine, fury and challenge swirling in them.
I’ve been curled up on a ledge high above the waterfall for nearly two hours, trying to cope with what happened between me and Ducayne in the pool. Due to the thick foliage, I couldn’t see much beyond the waterfall and the area around the pool, despite my vantage point. Maybe I wandered a bit. Maybe I went back to my satchel for a knife, so I could feel secure. Maybe—
None of that is her business.
“He killed no one. I answer for him. Lord Bazra, go wash your feet. I can smell them from here. But don’t wash them in the pool, because that would disrespect Beirgid.”
He gives me a virulent sneer, then snaps his fingers at his thrall. “Nonni! Water and soap.”
Nonni hurries away to fetch the necessary supplies. I’m relieved he didn’t make her lick his feet clean. He’s horribly abusive to her, and I hate it. There’s a difference between what I do to my torture subjects—clean cuts with a clear purpose—and what he does, which is purposeful cruelty and gross humiliation.
“So you answer for your thrall, then, Ruelle?” asks my sister.
“Yes.”
“And you,” she continues, “with your knives and your soft footfalls—where were you when this man was killed, dear sister?”
“Are you accusing me of killing him?”
“Keb was caressing your thrall and braiding his hair last night. Perhaps you became jealous. We all know you’re unused to the training and handling of pleasure pets.”
My cheeks flame. “Not all of us enjoy the perfunctory services of mindless drones or abused slaves. Some of us prefer more passion and fervor. Makes the ecstasy so much more intense, don’t you think? Ah, but you wouldn’t know, would you?” I smile at her. “And no, I did not touch Keb. I had no reason to wish him dead.”
Vienne eyes me, and for a moment I fear she’ll push back. She could make me yield, force me to let her treat Ducayne however she likes. If we were alone, she would beat me within an inch of my life.
But the other nobles are watching. Powerful as she is, she values their goodwill.
“Perhaps Umari’s thrall slit his own throat out of shame, yes?” Vienne gives the onlookers a keen glance, and they begin to nod and murmur their assent. “So we can move on from this ugly business and return to our revels. A little food and drink, and then back to the palace. Ward, my love, did you bring along any cinnar? I’m dying for a sniff.”
And just like that, the murder of Umari’s thrall is discarded and forgotten.
The others begin to drift away, following Ward and Vienne toward the area where the servants have set up mid-afternoon refreshments.
Ducayne still lies prone on the earth, his tanned back marked with dirt from the guard’s boot.
“Come here, thrall,” I say quietly. And then, because I sense Khal and Umari watching, I add, “Crawl to me.”
Ducayne pushes himself onto hands and knees and turns toward me. Every muscle in his beautiful body flexes as he crawls in my direction. His face is smeared with dirt, bruised along one side. When he reaches me and looks up, there’s blood between his teeth.
“She did this to you?” I ask, my nerves singing with rage.
He nods. Though he doesn’t speak, I can feel how shaken he is. The accusation of murder and the encounter with my sister affected him more deeply than anything in the days since I took possession of him.
“I thought she might kill me,” he says quietly.
I bend, sweeping my fingers along his temple and cheek, cupping his jaw. “You’re safe now,” I whisper.
He moves before I can stop him, wrapping both strong arms around my thighs, pressing his cheek to my belly. It’s an embrace and an obeisance, and my heart quivers, frantic and sore and euphoric.
“Stop, thrall,” I murmur. “Wash your face and go fetch me my wrap, and some food. Get some food for yourself as well.”
“Princess.” His lips press lightly to my skin before he pulls back and rises. As he walks away, I touch the place on my belly where he kissed me.
Khal approaches me, his dark eyes cool and sympathetic. “Emotional distance,” he says. “The one thing I forgot to teach you when you came to me. A great omission, for which you must forgive me, Your Highness.”
“Emotional distance?”
“It’s easy to become emotionally entangled with a thrall—to forget who and what they are. But you must always remember that your mind, soul, and body will one day belong to a spouse worthy of your whole self—someone whose rank and title is comparable to yours. Until then, a thrall’s duty is to serve you, to pleasure your body, and to fulfill your will and desires in all things. In exchange you grant the thrall protection, sustenance, and the satisfaction of fulfilling their purpose in life. But you give them no more of yourself. Yielding your mind and heart to someone so far below you—that is a grave error, one that a woman of your wisdom would never make.”
“Of course not.” I force myself to assume a disdainful expression. “The Captain is very passionate, and I’ve found that allowing him to express it makes him more dutiful. More effective in pleasing me.”
Umari approaches, tugging a hannas stick from a clip on her bracelet. “He certainly seemed to be pleasing you well during the carnal rites. Now that my thrall is dead and my matched trio is ruined, I shall have to borrow yours sometime. Using his brothers will seem strange now. I’ll have to sell them.” She sighs at the inconvenience.
“I am always happy to reward the loyalty of good friends.” I smile at her, and a look of understanding passes between us. When Ducayne returns, Umari watches him with new interest, touching his arm and hair with an appraising possessiveness I don’t like. But this is what I wanted. To use him as currency, to gain allies and friends who might serve as a shield for me once Padra gives the throne to Vienne.
That power exchange is bound to happen within the next five years. My father is approaching his middle fifties, when rulers of Thannira usually pass the crown to the heir. Once he places Vienne on the throne, he will become the AfterKing. He will leave court, yield all control, and spend his remaining life in as much luxury and debauchery as he likes at one of our other palaces.
I won’t be allowed to accompany him—nor would I want to. Padra keeps Vienne in check, but his kindness to me is rare. From age twelve to fourteen, I received more whippings than kind words from him. He punished me privately, so few would know how often the beatings occurred. I doubt even my maids know the frequency.
I’ve often wondered if he did the same to Vienne when she was younger. If he did, surely I would have heard of it, even as a whisper among the servants.
No matter what she endured at his hands, she doesn’t deserve my sympathy. She has never been a sister to me, only a rival. Sometimes I wonder if she fears I’ll kill her for the throne. I don’t want to be queen, but I doubt she’d believe me even if I told her that.
Once Padra is living away from court as the AfterKing, Vienne will try to kill me. I know it.
I will need somewhere to go, a place to find refuge. Allies whose good opinion Vienne won’t risk.
And the formation of that alliance begins here, with the sharing of my pleasure thrall.
 
[image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated]
When we return to the beach palace, Umari’s two remaining triplets are waiting on the front steps, holding hands, their faces rigid with anxiety. They already know something has happened to their brother, even before their mistress tells them.
There is no body for them to see or weep over. Keb was buried hastily in the forest, in an unmarked grave. And the brothers have no time to mourn, because Umari says, “Come to my room and pleasure me once more. Tomorrow you will be sold.”
I can’t bear the look on their faces.
“Go wait for me in my chamber,” I order Ducayne.
He hesitates. “If your Highness will allow it, I’d like to see the beach.”
Surprised, I stare at him. There’s a sharp pain in his eyes, a wildness, a need I recognize—the need to be free, if only for a little while. “Go on, then.”
“Thank you, Princess.” He bows and strides away, while I follow Umari.
I catch up to her outside her room. “How much for the brothers?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’ll pay you for them. Not to use them myself, but to set them free.”
“Set them free?” She snorts a laugh. “What is this? Are you one of those idealists who campaign for the abolition of thralldom? Is that why you’ve refused to take a thrall until now?”
I can see her walls rising, the hardness entering her eyes. I’m losing ground. And the two brothers aren’t worth it.
“Never mind,” I say, laughing lightly. “It was a foolish impulse. I suppose I feel pity for them, after the loss of their brother.”
Umari’s expression softens a little. “Understandable, my lady. But thralls do not have the same capacity for emotion that we of noble blood possess. They will forget their grief quickly.”
She smiles and passes into her room. The two brothers follow her, but as the door closes, they both look at me.
The agony in their eyes will be tattooed on my brain forever.
Guilt churns in my stomach. My heart pounds, aching, burning, searing through my lungs, through my ribs. I can’t breathe.
I run, down the stairs to the first floor. I run through airy rooms awash with the sea breeze and with weak afternoon light. The day has grown cloudy, and since everyone else seems to want to remain indoors, the wind-wielder hasn’t bothered to push the clouds away.
I run out the back of the palace, across the pillared veranda, down the broad steps to the sand, with my wrap fluttering behind me. Wind whips through my hair as I kick off my shoes.
“Stay!” I scream at the guards who are hurrying down the steps after me. Penn throws out his arm, halting the other guard, preventing him from following me.
I tear off my wrap, letting it fly where it may, and I run along the pale sand, beside the slate-colored ocean. Slender beams of yellow light slip between the thick gray clouds, picking out sparkles on the rolling surf, like white stars on smoky crumpled silk.
The sand is powdery, still warm from the midday sun. I leave the warmth behind and veer toward the water, my feet pounding over hard-packed wet sand.
Gulls cry and dip overhead, and I run beneath them, like a flightless bird in bare skin and white lace. I want to break out of my body, leap into the air, join them in soaring and skimming and diving. I want to scream my horror and my frustration to the sky, as they do.
There’s a male figure ahead—someone standing in the shallows, letting the waves bathe his legs.
One week, and already I would know the shape of him anywhere.
I wade out into the surf, a dozen paces from where he stands. Like him, I stare out at the rippling expanse, the endless churning of gray waves. I inhale the sharp, cleansing, salty breath of the sea—the sea, so wide and powerful. There is rest and relief in the assurance that I am very small, that the people and problems in my life are also small. They do not fill the universe. There is an entire world and more beyond their reach.
“Do you ever want to leave this continent?” His words are barely audible over the rush of the waves.
“How could I? Passenger ships require papers. I am always haunted by bodyguards. I would be stopped before I could pack my things, before I could make inquiries about passage, and certainly before I could manage to board a boat. And where would I go? Who would I be?”
“Anyone you like.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re adaptable. I am not.”
He lifts his arms, looks at his bracelets and rings, and glances at his body, clad only in the tiny shorts. “I suppose I’ve adjusted well to the new uniform. Perhaps I’ve adopted the mindset of a thrall a little too readily, as well.”
“You were going to lick the shit off his foot, weren’t you?”
A muscle along his jaw pulses. After a moment he says, “It was obey or die. Your sister made that clear.”
“I would have died before giving them the satisfaction.”
“We both know I will do anything to survive. I gave up my own kingdom’s secrets to you on that torture table.”
“So you did.” I wiggle my foot, working it deeper into the wet sand under the water. “Are you loyal to no one, then?”
“No one has ever been loyal to me.”
My pulse kicks up, and I glance at him sharply. “Me neither. They pretend it, of course—my maids and the guards—but they’ve all betrayed my confidence to Padra or Vienne at some point.”
Ducayne turns. Meets my gaze. An invisible cord knots between us, taut and tugging.
“I won’t,” he says simply.
I want to reciprocate. But what comes out of my mouth isn’t what I meant to say. “Umari will want to borrow you sometime soon. In the next two days, I’d wager.”
He looks startled. He has no right to look startled. He knows he’s here to be shared, to serve the pleasure of my new allies.
“You’ll do whatever she asks.” I hate the words, but I say them anyway.
Ducayne’s features harden. “Yes, mistress.”
When I leave the waves and continue my walk up the beach, he follows me at a respectful distance. And when we share my bed that night, he doesn’t speak to me or approach me at all. I’m left to stare at the ceiling and recall the surge of his body against mine in Beirgid’s pool—the heat of his release against my belly, and my own scintillating burst of pleasure.
Emotional distance, Khal said.
My thrall seems to be learning its importance. Perhaps I should as well.
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“Your second-best dinner jewels are missing, my lady,” says Meldare.
“Are you sure you brought them?” I step over to the dresser, where she has unpacked all my things.
“I know I brought them, Your Highness.” Meldare hurries to the luggage and begins to rummage frantically, hunting through side pockets and hidden compartments.
“There are guards in the hallway constantly,” I say. “No one besides me and my people could have entered this chamber without being seen. You must have forgotten them.”
“Perhaps.” She looks up, her eyes bright with tearful anxiety. “Forgive me, Princess.”
“Ugh, don’t cry.” I nudge her with my toe. “Forget the jewels. I have others along, yes?”
She nods, pinching her lips tight, while tears ooze from the corners of her eyes.
“Gods, would you stop? Do I look like I’m going to punish you?”
“No?” She sniffs.
“Well, I will if you don’t dry up. I have to finish getting ready, and I can’t do that if you’re in here crying. The wind-wielder has dispelled the clouds, and we’re all spending the day on the beach. See that my thrall is properly attired.”
“Yes, your Highness.” Wiping her eyes with the back of her wrist, Meldare hands a pair of seaweed-green undershorts to Ducayne. Then she removes his usual bracelets and wraps his forearms with woven bands and braided leather. Chips of pale blue quartz dangle from his ears. He looks like a god of the sea.
I’m wearing green as well, but my diminutive corset and panties are of light, sea-foam green instead of deep green. I don a gauzy overdress for breakfast, which is served on the veranda in full view of the glittering blue ocean.
I make Ducayne sit with his back to me, between my parted legs. In this position, we barely have to touch, yet it looks intimate. I sip fresh fruit juice and pass wedges of salted boiled egg to Ducayne.
At a table nearby, Ward is scraping lines of powdered cinnar together on a mirror. Countess Jilleen bends forward, sweeping her honey-blond hair out of the way, and sniffs up the cinnar using a tiny glass tube. She exhales her satisfaction and rises, moving aside so tiny, black-haired Imrissa, my sister’s best friend, can partake of the next helping.
“A pinch for Lombard, too,” says Jilleen. “I want him at the peak of sexual urgency today. He’s been misbehaving, so he’s locked up, see?” She tugs down her thrall’s pants to reveal a metal cage surrounding his genitals. “I want him positively wild for release.”
“Then I’ll cut his with a little something special.” Ward takes a diminutive bottle from his case of supplies and mixes a few grains with the cinnar.
“But, mistress…” Lombard eyes the mixture with apprehension.
“Take your medicine, Lombard,” orders Jilleen, a hard edge entering her voice. Gritting his teeth, her thrall sniffs the powder.
“Ward, you’re a delight. Gem will take some of that cinnar, too,” Imrissa says. “No extra elements, though. She doesn’t need it.”
Gem accepts her dose with far more alacrity than Lombard. Jilleen and Imrissa join my sister at her table, at the far end of the veranda. Their thralls crouch near their chairs, waiting patiently for scraps of food.
I will not pity them. They are beneath me, as everyone keeps saying. Not worth my attention or my sympathy.
I can hear my father’s voice: Most beings are born to serve. They are happiest when they are kept in their rightful place, beneath those of noble blood. It is our duty as rulers to ensure that our subjects remain in that role.
Noble blood. What in Arawn’s name is ‘noble blood?’ Who decided it was noble? It must have been regular blood at first, until someone called it special and everyone else believed them.
The only difference between me and the thralls is happenstance. The errant luck of the universe, or the will of the gods, or both.
It’s not as if I asked or deserved to be born into privilege.
I pass Ducayne a strip of fried ham. Then, with a frustrated huff, I take my whole plate and slam it down in front of him, on the painted white boards.
He doesn’t move from between my knees, but he tilts his head back, looking at me upside down. “Are you all right, Princess?”
“Shut up and eat your food.”
“Any cinnar for you, Princess?” Ward asks from the nearby table.
I glance over. He’s wearing an embroidered black robe, open to display his thin, pale chest. His mouth looks unusually red, and his eyes are black-lined.
“I heard you have a little trouble with stirring your desire, Highness,” he says quietly. “Though I wonder if that’s true, given the other rumor I’ve heard—that yours was the most arousing carnal rite in the pool yesterday. Either way, this little concoction of mine can enhance both your desire and its culmination.”
“You can do that?”
“I can do almost anything with the right materials,” he murmurs. “Chemicals, properly blended, can elicit a person’s inner truth or make them weep until their eyes bleed. I can stimulate the heights of joy or bring about the deepest sleep. I can bring someone to Arawn’s doorstep, or elicit the most vigorous orgasms. I’d be happy to share some of my more lecherous concoctions and help you test them.”
His suggestive invitation fascinates me, and I don’t want to deny him entirely. But the last thing I need is my body becoming more aroused in Ducayne’s presence. I’ve been in a constant state of wetness since I woke this morning.
“Just another hannas stick, please,” I tell him. “And perhaps the pleasure of your company on the beach today? You can show me some of your recipes. I have a professional interest in toxins and truth-telling serums.”
“As my Princess wishes. I am deeply honored.” He approaches, his gaze holding mine—intense, heart-stopping. His fingertips brush my knuckles as he hands over the thin, papery roll of hannas. “I will meet you on the shore.” He packs up his things and disappears inside.
Cowen saunters over a moment later, red-faced and jovial as ever. “You’ve charmed my brother, Princess,” he says, with a clumsy wink. There’s a wine cup in his hand, and the liquid sloshes as he sits heavily down in one of the white chairs. His scarlet robe gapes open, showing the golden medallion and chain he always wears.
And the gap of the robe shows other things, too. Things I can’t help seeing, since he isn’t wearing undergarments.
Unfortunately, Cowen notices my attention. “You like my dick?” He pulls the robe open, thrusting his hips out a bit. “I had it enhanced.”
“You found a Changer?”
“I did. Took a lot of hunting and a lot of gold.”
“What is a Changer?” Ducayne asks.
“Most healers can repair any wound, including rebuilding a body part someone has lost,” I say. “Usually they can sense the form that part used to take, and they can only rebuild it as it was, with the exact same shape. But some healers are also Changers. They can alter the shape of existing or missing body parts, creating something entirely different. But it takes an extreme amount of magical energy. It’s also technically forbidden in Thannira.” I narrow my eyes at Cowen.
He laughs. “Nothing is ever forbidden for the rich. You’re not going to turn me in to the King’s enforcers, are you, Princess? If you knew the pain of existing as a man with a dick the size of a woman’s little finger—”
“Gods,” Ducayne murmurs, pity coloring his tone.
“Hush.” I run my fingers into his hair, pressing the top of his head. Which is a mistake, because his hair is soft and incredible, and I want to leave my hand in it forever. “No, Cowen, I wouldn’t turn you in. Friends protect friends, don’t they?”
Understanding and interest lights in his eyes. “Friends!” he exclaims. “Of course, Highness. Friends. If you’re interested, perhaps we could confirm our friendship later? My thrall Anvel in exchange for this fantastic piece of Yurstin ass.” He leans forward and chucks Ducayne under the chin.
“Perhaps.” I drink down the last of my juice and pick up my hannas stick. “I’m meeting your brother by the water today. We’ll see you there, I think.”
I nod to Meldare, and she comes forward, heavily laden with blankets, towels, and a giant parasol.
“Help her, Ducayne, for Arawn’s sake,” I mutter.
My thrall hurries to assist, while I descend the sunny steps to the beach. I feel less wild and desperate today. Strange how a night of sleep and a dose of hot sun can change one’s outlook. My plans are taking form—I’m creating connections here, just as I planned, and it makes me glad and triumphant. Though I feel a little less so when I picture Cowen bending Ducayne over a table, or my thrall’s mouth between Umari’s legs. In fact, when I imagine those things, all the joy drains right out of me, bile creeps up the back of my throat, and I feel downright murderous.
I glance back at Ducayne, laughing with Meldare as they carry the beach supplies. His strong throat bears two small marks. My marks. The sight of them calms my stomach again.
Even if I have to share him a little, he is mine.
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The Princess lets me do as I like all morning, and what I like is to feel the crash of the waves against my body, over and over. The rules seem to be relaxed here, on the edge of the roaring ocean, and once I realize that, I allow myself a little extra boldness. Once, I lift tiny Lady Imrissa in my arms when a giant wave seems about to knock her off her feet. She laughs and kisses my cheek before dancing off through the waves to clasp hands with her thrall Gem.
And then, when Nonni is about to step on a jellyfish that lies swamped on the shore, I pull her away just in time. Her body presses briefly to mine, and she looks up at me with a grateful smile that breaks my heart—right before Bazra drags her roughly away from me.
Ruelle is deeply engaged in conversation with that skeletal chemist Ward. They sit close together, smoking hannas, shaded by the immense wooden parasol I helped Meldare unfold and set up. They seem to be inspecting the contents of one of Ward’s chemical cases.
Around midday, servants come down from the palace with food and drinks. The healer accompanies them and doles out individual bottles of a special potion she has made to protect our skin from the bright sun. I walk right in front of the Princess, rubbing my bare skin with the potion until I gleam. She barely glances at me as she accepts her bottle of potion.
“Jilleen and Lombard went off that way.” She points out the direction to the Healer. “I can hold their potion bottles. When they return, I’ll deliver them.”
The healer agrees. “Be sure it’s these two bottles. Yours is of higher quality, for a royal.”
“Thank you,” says Ruelle. She hands me a plate of food and returns to talking with Ward.
She and Ward would make a good pair, I suppose. The same darkness hovers around both of them. What horror they could dispense together, she with her knives and him with his poisons and drugs.
I think I hate him.
After luncheon, to distract myself, I begin a game of ball with Anvel, Ethwyn, and a few of the other male thralls. After Jilleen and her thrall return and apply their sun potions, Lombard joins us as well.
It’s a fierce game I used to play with the other soldiers in our off-duty hours. One man must seize the ball and try to race across a line with it, while those on the opposing team try to drag him down, and his own teammates attempt to defend him.
I’ve never played it in the sand before—it’s far more challenging, but just as fun. It feels good to exercise my body and work my muscles.
Our game of ball seems to fascinate all the nobles, and before long Cowen shouts, “Let’s have wrestling matches!”
Countess Jilleen claps her hands. “Naked wrestling matches!”
The Crown Princess rises from her blanket, wine in hand. “So shall it be! Off with the clothing, thralls, and let your Queen-to-be admire the goods. And I will give you a reward, to inspire your struggles.”
She hands off her wine to Hennessy and unwraps the covering over her breasts. I caught a glimpse of them yesterday, in the pool, but there was water and smoke, and I was distracted by my Princess. Now Vienne’s breasts are in full view, bathed in sunlight. They are undeniably exquisite, and enormous. I’ve never seen any so large and perfectly shaped.
“The winner receives the privilege of touching and tasting them,” Vienne says. And she looks directly at me.
I almost laugh. Yesterday she nearly forced me to lick shit from Bazra’s foot, and now she expects me to compete for the chance to squeeze her breasts?
Ruelle’s words drift back into my mind: She treats her thralls like kings or like dogs, depending on her mood, which can change from hour to hour.
I cast another look at Ruelle. She’s leaning forward, inhaling smoke from Ward’s parted lips.
A dark storm rises in my heart. I meet the blue eyes of the Crown Princess again.
And I let my shorts fall to the sand.
For a moment I stand naked in the sun, conscious of the eyes, the stares fixed on me. Yesterday at the waterfall I was partly submerged—this is my first time being fully exposed to them all.
Their hungry gazes press my skin like the hot glare of the sun itself.
I grin, setting my fist into the palm of my other hand. “Who’s first? Someone call the Healer back down here, because this is about to get bloody.”
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I’ve watched Ducayne all morning, while he flirted with Imrissa and Nonni and most of the other women on the beach. He’s less skilled at seducing men, probably because his preference is females. But the men watch him too. They want him just as much.
Ward is telling me about his family’s financial struggle, due to a drought across their lands and a constant bombardment of illnesses in the region. He’s working on tonics that could prevent or curtail the spread of plague.
It’s important work, and his apparent devotion to it surprises me. I should listen more carefully. But I’m preoccupied with Ducayne’s lithe body as he leaps for the ball, dodges his attackers, barrels across the line with it, and shouts with exuberant victory.
When the naked wrestling is suggested, and my sister bares her breasts, I notice Ducayne’s eager stare in her direction.
Fuck him. Fuck her. Fuck them all.
I refuse to look anymore at Ducayne or my sister. I won’t indulge their vanity or play their games. Instead I lean in, accepting the exhaled smoke from Ward’s mouth, and I focus only on him. That is, until Ducayne is writhing naked and golden in the sand with the other males. I try to resist during the first two matches, but eventually I give in and sneak a look.
Ducayne is rolling, broad shoulders over bare ass, locked in combat with Anvel. Their muscles swell and strain, sweat glistening in the sunlight.
Anvel is immense, a glorious war god from some distant northern land. His fist rivals the size of Ducayne’s head. But Ducayne combines sinew and agility and passion. He’s keenly determined to win.
Gods. It’s the most titillating sight I have ever seen. I’m so engrossed that I barely notice Ward’s hand on my thigh.
And then Ward touches between my legs, fingertips grazing lightly over the fabric covering my folds.
I’m wet with arousal. My panties are soaked through, and when he touches me, my sex responds with a flutter of craving, but I remove his hand gently. “No.”
Ward’s face tightens, and he scoots a little farther away. “My apologies, Princess. I can tell you’re—intrigued—by the spectacle, and I only thought to serve you.”
I press my thighs together. “Thank you, but I—I would rather not.”
“It’s my body, isn’t it?” He rises. “I’m too frail. Not like them. You’d rather have my muscled thrall than me.”
“That’s not it—I—”
“Did you make an arrangement with my brother? Sharing thralls?”
“I—nothing is decided yet.”
“No, I understand.” He nods, his lip curling. “A pleasure to speak with you, Princess.”
He strides away, out of the shade of the parasol and down the beach.
I refuse to feel guilty for saying no to Ward. This is why I dislike sex—no matter how people strive to make it something simple and meaningless, it isn’t. It is deeply, intensely personal, and I despise deeply, intensely personal things.
Anvel has pinned Ducayne, and Ducayne’s arm beats the sand, signaling that he yields. They both rise, naked, coated with sand, laughing.
Jilleen’s thrall Lombard steps forward next, at her urging. He’s blond, with close-cropped hair and a sculpted physique. Now that he’s stripped down, the cage around his privates is visible to everyone. It looks not just restrictive, but painful.
Lombard bounces on his feet, his fingers twitching and his head jerking as if his nerves are strung far too tight.
What did Ward add to the drug Lombard consumed? He looks as if he’s about to burst out of his skin.
A large shape crashes onto the blanket beside me, flicking droplets onto my arm. It’s Ducayne, fresh from rinsing the sand off in the sea. He’s wearing shorts again.
“I lost on purpose,” he says.
“You did not.”
He laughs, breathless and joyful. “Do you need anything, mistress?”
“I thought you’d forgotten all about me, thrall. You’ve been having so much fun.”
“Endearing myself to your future allies, as you wished.” He leans in, and my pulse stutters because there is so much of him, such a broad expanse of smooth hot chest and long toned legs. A hard-muscled arm brushes mine.
“Princess,” he says softly. “Do you need anything?”
I shift my fingers, letting them creep under the extra blanket and touch the knife I hid there. My hand curls around it, and I exhale slowly.
Ducayne watches my face. Beads of water sparkle in his dark lashes. “Intimacy frightens you,” he says. “My nearness frightens you right now—terrifies you, even though you know I wouldn’t hurt you.”
“The tattoo, I know—”
“Fuck the tattoo. Even without it, I wouldn’t hurt you.”
My lungs seize up.
He’s not teasing now. Not a hint of seductive merriment. Only deep concern, and pity. I hate pity, I hate it, I don’t deserve it.
“What did your father do to you?” he asks. “Did he ever—”
“I’m a virgin,” I whisper, hoarse and shaking. “He never touched me. He only whipped me. I didn’t—I can’t—I’m not—”
“Ruelle.” The gentle word, from his lips, breaks me.
“Why are you making me talk about this now?” I whisper-shriek at him. “One moment you’re wrestling naked with a man, and now this? Gods, what is wrong with you?”
I jerk my hand out from under the blankets, and he recoils sharply.
He knew I was clutching a knife.
But my hand is empty, because I can’t hurt him, because—the way he said my name—
Ruelle.
Ruelle, Ruelle.
I lunge from the shadows and dash across the sand. I run for the sea.
But I only make it ankle-deep before horrified screams erupt from the onlookers watching the wrestling match.
Whirling, I freeze.
Lombard is standing over Anvel’s collapsed body. His shoulders heave, and his jaws hang open, bloody.
Blood pumps from a bite wound in Anvel’s throat.
Sherad, Luthia’s blue-haired thrall, leaps in immediately, kneeling beside Anvel, compressing the wound in his throat. “Grab Lombard, some of you!” he shouts.
Bodyguards are already rushing forward—they seize Lombard. His teeth snap and grind as he bucks and kicks. Then his whole body starts to shake.
Ducayne is already halfway to the steps of the palace, running for the healer.
I stand helpless in the surf, watching Lombard jerk and foam at the mouth. Countess Jilleen has crumpled onto the sand, screaming, while Lady Imrissa stands stiffly beside her, patting her shoulder.
The healer arrives at a run, her face looking more gaunt than usual. She crouches beside Anvel and nods to Sherad. When Sherad removes his hands, blood spurts out of Anvel’s torn throat, soaking the sand; but the healer’s fingers emit a gush of golden spiraling light, sealing up the wound.
“I’ll have to replenish his blood supply,” she says. “What’s wrong with that one?”
When no one replies, I wade forward, the cool water clinging around my ankles. “Ward’s compound,” I say. “Lombard took cinnar cut with something else.”
“I took almost the same thing,” Jilleen says. “It couldn’t be the drug that did this.”
“Bodies are unique,” I reply. “Two people of different composition may react differently to the same stimuli.”
Jilleen and Imrissa both stare at me as if I’ve gone mad, so I shrug and close my mouth.
“Maybe the thrall’s gone feral,” says Umari. She’s sitting in the shade of a half-tent, looking highly disgruntled. She hasn’t sold her thralls yet; one is lying on the blanket while she sits on him, and the other leans back-to-back with her. The two brothers form a sort of living chair for her.
“I’ve heard of thralls going feral.” Cowen drags his medallion along its gold chain, back and forth, back and forth. The grating sound sets my teeth on edge. “What if they all go feral? What if they tear out our throats while we’re sleeping? Or worse—what if they bite off our dicks?” He cups himself through his robe.
“The idea of thralls going feral is a myth,” Khal says calmly. He’s sharing the shade of Umari’s tent. Yenna lies naked across his lap, belly-down, while he smooths her back, her rear, and her legs, over and over. His strokes look delightfully soothing, and Yenna seems utterly relaxed despite the unfolding horror.
Maybe I should have Ducayne do that to me later. He’s standing beside me, sweating and panting from his run to the palace and back.
“A thrall will not go feral,” Khal repeats over the chatter of the other nobles. “Though they can go mad, like anyone else, if they are mistreated.”
“Mistreated?” My sister rises from her richly appointed tent, bare-breasted, her wrap skirt trailing behind her. “Khal, I hold you in the highest respect, but as you know, we differ on this matter. It is impossible to mistreat a thrall, because there is no ‘right’ way to treat them. They are playthings and pets to be used as their owners see fit. Bazra agrees, don’t you, Bazra?”
Bazra reclines in my sister’s tent, with his sandy feet propped on Nonni’s prostrate body. “You speak wisely, my Queen.”
Vienne smirks and kisses her hand to him—and icy horror strikes my heart.
What if Vienne is courting Bazra as her potential royal consort?
He is so wicked. As royal consort, he will make her worse than she already is. With the two of them in charge, the palace, the court—the entire kingdom—will be like living in Arawn’s furnace of souls. It will be a nightmare.
The healer rises from repairing Anvel. The knees of her trousers are soaked with his blood. She approaches Lombard, who lies motionless on the sand, foam still bubbling from his lips.
She turns his head aside, checks the inside of his mouth, and presses her ear to his chest.
After a moment she sits back and stares at him.
“Well?” snaps Vienne.
“Gone.” The healer’s voice is hollow.
Jilleen begins to wail.
Anvel sits up, staring around, cupping his neck where the wound was. He asks a question in a foreign tongue, but no one replies.
Vienne snaps her fingers to the servants nearby. “Clean that up,” she orders, pointing to Lombard’s body. “Take it away, bury it somewhere. And tell Ward to be more careful with his concoctions. Cheer up, now, Jilleen darling—you can borrow one of my thralls for the rest of Summerglee. If we keep losing them at this rate, I’ll have a string of new ones trotted up from the nearest market and we can all select a few to share. How does that sound? We won’t let this spoil our fun—no, we won’t, will we, Bazra?”
“Of course not, love. Plenty of fun to be had. Speaking of fun, here comes the water-wielder!” He rises, kicking Nonni out of his way as he walks forward and points to a figure approaching from the palace. “He has come to give us a show, and some bigger waves to enjoy!”
“See there, Jilleen,” Imrissa says soothingly. “A water show will take your mind off things. And you can try out one of the Crown Princess’s thralls tonight! What an honor!”
I turn away from them and walk straight into the sea.
Ducayne sloshes along behind me, a silent presence.
I walk until I’m waist-deep in the surf. And then I bend over and vomit.
Ducayne snatches my hair just in time, twisting it, pulling it out of the way.
When I’m done, we keep walking, away from the sick swirling in the water, away from the wielder who is beginning to perform for everyone.
“My kingdom is full of sadistic fiends,” I choke out.
“So is mine.”
I stop, clutching Ducayne’s wrists with frantic strength, my nails digging into his skin. “Sometimes I think I’m one of them.”
A wave thunders in, cresting near us and breaking into foam around my waist and his hips.
A white bird soars overhead, lightning-bright against the blue.
“You’re not one of them yet,” Ducayne says quietly. “But if you keep trying to please them, you will be.”
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Ducayne and I meander through the foam, away from the others, while my bodyguards follow a parallel route along the sand. We don’t speak, but my thrall picks up pretty shells to show me. I snatch them from his palm and toss them back into the sea, until at last he holds out a flawless cowrie shell, glossy black, with creamy flecks like stars in a midnight sky.
When I reach for it, he pulls back his hand a little. I meet his eyes, reading the plea there.
Don’t throw it away.
I make no promises. I wait.
Salt wind whips his dark hair. Slowly he extends his hand again. Yielding.
I pluck the shell from his palm and stroke its surface. Then I wrap my fingers tightly around it.
Ducayne moves to face me. Trails his wet fingers down my forearm.
For a moment, I am suspended, existing only in flashes of sensation. A wave gushing over us both, drenching us afresh. My feet, sunk in thick sand that sucks around my toes. Salt drops beading on my lips. Sun, painfully bright in my eyes.
Male fingers stroking my wrist. The smooth, rounded shape of the cowrie against my palm.
But there are other flashes, too—a thrall’s throat, sliced open. A man’s genitals crushed into a cage—his body twitching, mouth foaming before he eases into blessed death.
Blood-soaked sand. Blood staining the healer’s knees.
I glance back. Far behind us, the water-wielder is gathering huge waves, rolling them along for the pleasure of Bazra and some of the other nobles. Bazra is standing on a narrow board, knees bent, riding along the curled interior of a giant wave. Meanwhile, long tentacles of water writhe into the sky, forming spirals and shapes.
The wielder is extremely talented, and he’s expending a vast amount of energy to keep them all entertained. As I watch, more of the nobles run into the water with their thralls—distant shapes with arms raised, joyful and carefree.
I did not know Keb or Lombard personally. But for someone like me, who prays to Death Himself, their passing cannot be ignored.
“I will go to the shrine of Arawn tomorrow,” I say, and Ducayne bends closer to catch my words over the rushing waves. “To burn incense for the dead thralls. Will you come with me?”
“I will follow you anywhere,” he replies. I look up at him, startled. He glances away quickly, adding, “Because you’re my mistress, and you can command it.”
“Oh. Of course.”
“And even if you didn’t, I—”
“You what?” My chest is tightening, burning, my heart throbbing so loudly I’m sure he must hear it.
“I—” He laughs, short and breathless, and runs a trembling hand through the damp waves of his hair. “Can you swim, Highness?”
“I’m an excellent swimmer.”
“I only ask, because a few of the people here can’t swim—Jilleen, and one of your sister’s thralls, and—”
“What is wrong with you? What are you trying to say—oh!” He whisks me off my feet and barrels into the waves, deeper than we’ve yet gone. I yelp and struggle, but when my guards charge into the surf to rescue me, I wave them off. Over Ducayne’s shoulder I see them halt, confused, before trudging back to the dry sand and emptying water from their boots.
And then I can’t see anything, because my world dissolves into roaring spray. A giant wave smacks against our bodies, nearly knocking Ducayne off his feet. But his arms around me are rock-solid. Arms I can count on.
Until he dumps me into the ocean.
I right myself immediately, breaking the surface and gasping for air. He’s there, grinning, glistening.
“Bastard,” I hiss—but then another huge wave crashes over us. I hold my breath, fighting for the surface. This is far different than swimming in lakes or rivers. By some miracle I manage to keep my hold on the cowrie shell as I thrash.
Ducayne’s hand grips my upper arm, lifting me. When my head clears, he says, “Don’t struggle. Relax into the wave, let it carry you. It’s fun.”
“Fun?” I choke. “I’m going to have fun with you later. Nipple clamps for days. And I’m going to cut you in so many—”
“Wave,” he warns, and I suck in a breath before I’m submerged again, enraged and kicking. I surface quickly, though—just in time to see Ducayne’s body utterly relaxed, rolling along with the wave. He comes back up, smiling, swiping water from his face with a broad palm.
The next time a wave comes, I inhale before it hits, and I force my limbs to yield. To relax.
My whole body dips and surges with the movement of the wave. I’m carried toward shore a little way before the water rushes back out to sea.
That wasn’t intolerable.
I try it again, and again. I begin to crave that moment of weightlessness, that undulating momentum when I’m sightless and submerged, with the ocean gurgling in my ears and my body entirely at rest.
In the sea I have no worries. No tasks. No guilt, no moral quandaries, no training, no questions about my future. All I need to think about is the next merciful wave, how it will lift me up and carry me along.
Ducayne and I surface together. He wears a knowing grin, and I shift closer, smacking him lightly across the cheek. He laughs and dives into the next wave, burrowing through its depths like an eel.
I lose track of how long we roll and dive and swim in the ocean. I wedge the cowrie shell deep in my corset where it makes an odd lump—because for some reason I’m reluctant to give it back to the ocean. It is mine.
Another wave—another blessed, buoyant lift, another swell of freedom and joy through my body. When I come up this time, I’m smiling. No, I’m laughing.
Ducayne stares at me, wide-eyed, beaming. Then he hooks his hand around the back of my neck and drags my mouth to his.
The next wave overwhelms us. Carries us. He doesn’t let go. The clasp of his hand at my nape, the hard press of his mouth, the bubbling gurgle of the deep—all of it swirls in my head, and I reach for him. I find his ribs, slide my arms past them, wrap my body against his.
We bounce up again, into the bright air.
He breaks the kiss, and we breathe.
That kiss did not terrify me. I didn’t have the compelling urge to grab a knife, to hurt him. I blink into his handsome face, into those aching, joyful eyes of his, and I think about kissing him again.
But my eye catches on a dark form in the water, a little distance away. The central shape is surrounded by smaller, quick-darting shadows.
Ice blazes along my nerves. “Ducayne! Are those slithersharks?”
He follows my gaze. “Can’t be. They only congregate to feed on dead things—whale carcasses, dead dolphins, drowned sailors—”
I’m moving away from him, toward the dark shapes. The biggest shape—it looks like—
“Ruelle, stop!” Ducayne cries.
But I plunge into the waves, swimming arm over arm as fast as I can.
Within seconds I reach the body. A white, glassy-eyed face. Honey-blond hair streaked with red.
Lombard’s mistress, Jilleen. She’s been bitten in several places already—whole chunks of flesh removed from her cheek and throat.
As I grab for her, the slithersharks stir into a frenzy around me. Teeth tear through my arm, pierce my breast, crunch into my thigh. I scream as my blood spurts into the water, clouding it with crimson.
Ducayne is yelling with a terrified ferocity I’ve never heard from him. He grabs me, pulling me back against his chest, batting away the slithersharks, towing me toward shore.
My guards are splashing over to us.
“The body!” shouts Ducayne. “The lady Jilleen! She’s there. Get her!”
The guards are wearing lightweight leather armor, enough to protect them against the sharks without dragging them down. They plunge past us, heading for Jilleen.
Ducayne shakes off a gray slithershark that latched onto his arm. Groaning, he picks me up and struggles through the heavy slog of tide and sand until he collapses on the beach, with me half on top of him.
I’ve learned to embrace pain, but this—there are pieces of me missing. The agony is like nothing I’ve ever felt, so intense I can’t even scream.
And Countess Jilleen is dead.
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Ducayne and I are taken into a quiet lounge on the first floor of the palace. It’s cool and gloomy, shrouded with heavy curtains. Servants spread blankets on a sofa and lay me on them before removing my bloody clothes.
“My shell,” I gasp, as they tear off my garments. “The seashell in my corset. I want it.”
“I’ll wash it and give it back to you, my lady,” Meldare promises before drifting away. I blink, trying to clear my pain-clouded vision as someone leans over me. It’s the healer, grim as ever.
“He can’t die while you’re working on me,” I gasp. “Check him first.”
“Who, Highness?”
“My thrall. Check on him, make sure he’s not terribly injured.”
Surprise lights her eyes, and the hard line of her mouth eases a little. “I’m supposed to heal you first, Your Highness. He is only a thrall.”
“Mine—he’s mine,” I whisper. “He’s my—please, please. Check him first.”
“One moment.” She moves away.
I try to lie still in spite of the pain.
When she returns, she nods. “He is badly injured, but not mortally. He will be all right. Now, please, Highness. Breathe, and try to calm yourself.”
The familiar golden hum of healing magic begins to soothe my nerves and ease the agony. My flesh starts reconnecting, knitting back together. She takes care of my thigh and leg wounds first, then moves to my bare chest.
“There is a large chunk of your breast missing,” she murmurs. Her hands hover over my chest, but no golden lines of light emerge from her fingers. Why is she hesitating?
“Get her Highness some food, water, and clothes,” the healer snaps at the servants.
When they leave, she bends down and whispers, “Would you like them bigger?”
“Bigger?” I blink at her.
“Your breasts. I did your sister’s a long time ago.”
“You—you’re a Changer?”
“Only your sister and your father know. And one other. Quickly, Highness. Bigger or not?”
An image flashes in my head—Ducayne staring at my sister’s big, beautiful breasts.
I swallow and whisper, “The same as before.”
The healer’s mouth curves a little. “Surprising me twice in one day, Highness. When we’ve known each other so long.”
“Perhaps we never knew each other at all,” I reply. “I’m ashamed to admit I don’t know your actual name.”
“I am Stefa.”
“Stefa.” I close my eyes as the pain in my chest recedes. “Thank the gods for you. Do they know what happened to Jilleen?”
“She was too badly eaten to be sure, but they suspect she drowned during the water show and the waveplay, and then her body washed a little way down the shore. She was in the sea with everyone else, but she cannot swim. The wielder was supposed to look out for her.”
“While he was also doing difficult magic?” My eyes open. “That seems unreasonable.”
“Forgive me, Highness, but a royal’s requests are not always reasonable.”
“You go too far, Stefa.”
“Forgive me, Princess.” She finishes recreating my nipple, and I suck in a breath as the nerve endings kick in again. I can feel every shift of the cool air in the room across my bare skin.
The healer hands me a blanket, and I wrap it around myself before sitting up.
“I’ll tend to your thrall now,” she says.
I rise when she does, following her to the blanket on the floor where they put my thrall. He’s face-down, bleeding profusely from bite wounds along his arms, legs, and buttocks.
Crouching beside his head, I reach out and scrape the wet hair off his face. His dark brows pull together slightly from pain. When I touch his forehead, his thick lashes flutter, but his eyes don’t fully open.
The healer’s golden light flares in the quiet gloom. We are alone, the three of us, so I allow myself to trace the corner of his jaw, its long slope down to his firm chin. He didn’t shave this morning, and there’s a hint of the dark scruff I like. Mesmerized, I stroke his lips with my fingertip.
"He saved my life,” I whisper. “He didn’t have to.”
“You are his Princess. His mistress.”
Slowly I shake my head. “It isn’t about that, for him. He’s—good.”
“Good?” The healer’s chuckle is raw. “No one is good. Not nobles, thralls, royals, or wielders.”
“I would have agreed with you on that, once. But this man—he is good.” I sweep my fingers through his hair, tangled by salt and wind.
“Any adjustments to him, while I’m here?” says the Healer, low.
“No. He’s perfect as he is.”
Before she’s done repairing him, Meldare and the other servants come for me. They hustle me off to my rooms, bathe me, and tuck me into bed, despite my protests that I’m fine. But I stop protesting when I realize that this event gives me an excuse to stay away from everyone else for the rest of the day. I can sit quietly in my room and “recover” from my ordeal.
“There’s a library here, isn’t there?” I ask Meldare.
“Yes, Your Highness.”
“Bring me some books. Anything with murder and war in it.”
“Maybe a little romance?” She gives me a knowing smile.
“Gods no.” I fake-gag. “War and blood and weapons, please.”
“As you wish. Though it seems there’s enough of that in this place. Did you hear what the Crown Princess did to the water-wielder? She blames him for Jilleen’s death, so she cut off his hands with her sword and put him in the dungeon. Says he’s not to be healed for a full day and night.”
Gods. That’s horrible, even for Vienne. Probably Bazra’s idea. “There’s a dungeon here?”
“Oh yes. The mayor of Oleyra has allowance for the dungeon’s use from the King himself, since it’s so secure. They put the worst criminals in it—murderers, thieves, pirates, and such.”
“Pirates?” I scoff, picking up the hot tea she brought me.
“Oh yes, my lady. The servants in the palace who were hired from near here, from in town—they’ve got all kinds of stories about pirates raiding Thanniran ships lately. A month ago, two Thanniran galleons sank a pirate ship. They plucked all the pirates out of the sea, and the mayor of Oleyra hanged them all. Right before they killed the ship’s captain, he swore to the gods that the Pirate King would be coming for vengeance.”
“Sounds implausible. You shouldn’t listen to such stories.” I take a bite of a cookie with jam in the center. As she leaves the room, I add, “Meldare, bring me a book with pirates in it, too.”
“Yes, my lady. Oh, and your cowrie shell is on the dresser there.”
My heart should not flutter when I look at a fucking seashell.
And yet it does.
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He’s perfect as he is.
I was fading in and out of consciousness, but I heard my Princess say it. She can’t deny it or take it back. But I won’t mention it either. I don’t fancy being stabbed in the chest.
After the servants wash the sand and blood off me, they bring me to her. She’s sitting cross-legged on the bed, holding a teacup and reading a book.
She looks up. Meets my eyes.
There’s a pull between us, like the sucking force of waves being drawn back into the ocean.
Then she hardens her expression, feigning cool indifference. “Ducayne, you will read to me. I don’t like trying to handle a book and a teacup at the same time.”
“I’m yours to command,” I tell her in my deepest, most seductive tone. I’m rewarded by a slight change in her breathing.
She hands over the book. “Did you know that some books have murder, weapons, death, horror, and romance? I thought I would hate reading sex in a book, but it’s—not all bad. Oh, before you begin—”
She sets aside her cup and slides off the bed. From a drawer she takes my least favorite items—the two jeweled nipple clamps.
After my healing and washing, the servants dressed me in a pair of loose pants and a web of thin silver chains over my shoulders and pectorals. As fate would have it, my nipples are exposed, unprotected. Shit.
I lay the book open on a chair and ready myself for the pain.
“You were naughty today,” Ruelle says. “You pursued your own amusement without a thought for mine. You stripped in full view of everyone, without my permission. You dumped me in the ocean without asking first. And you—you stared at Vienne’s breasts.”
“Everyone was staring at Vienne’s breasts. They’re too large to ignore.” My nipples harden and goosebumps break out over my skin as she brings one of the clamps nearer. “And if we’re tallying the events of the day, shouldn’t I get some points for making you laugh and saving your life?”
She looks up at me. “I make the rules. And also, there are no rules except my will.” Her slim fingers pluck at the thin silver chains looping over and around my pecs and shoulders. “What is this contraption?”
I shrug.
“I rather like the effect,” she says faintly. Then she clips the first clamp in place, and I let out a quiet moan at the pinch of pain. She dances her fingers over the chains, up to my neck, and takes my throat in her hand. My cock stiffens.
“I think I’ll collar you for dinner,” she muses.
“I prefer your hands.”
She lets go of my neck and thumbs my other nipple. It’s all I can do to stay still. To hold back. I want to crush her beneath me, savor her mouth, pump my hips against hers. I want to take her sweet and slow, then rough and fast.
“We’ll go to the shrine of Arawn tomorrow.” She pats my breast before affixing the second clamp. “We’ll burn three tins of incense, one for each of the dead. Did you know that death rituals are conducted in threes?”
“Are they?” I breathe, barely listening.
“Yes.” Her hand travels down my stomach, over the bulging muscle. “A sacrifice of three souls to Arawn yields great power, fortune, and protection.”
A strange thing for her to say, but I don’t dare answer, or move. She has never touched me like this, and if I allow myself to smile, to blink, to breathe, she might stop.
Her fingers pause at my waistband. She’s looking at the pronounced shape under my pants.
“You want me.” Her soft voice slithers into my heart.
“Always.”
She poisons me with her next words. “I’m lending you to Umari tomorrow. And to Cowen the night after that.”
The twinging discomfort of the clamps is nothing compared to the pain roaring through my entire being. Why am I always denied the love I really want? First as a child, and now—I receive the admiration of others, when all I crave is one person’s affection and esteem.
“Do you consent?” the Princess asks.
“If it’s what you want.”
“It is.”
“Then I consent heartily.” I give her a blazing grin. “I’ll be sure to fuck both of them well. Or perhaps, in Cowen’s case, I should prepare to be fucked. I can ask Anvel to advise me on the appropriate preparations. I’m a virgin in that respect, so Cowen should owe you a significant favor in return for the privilege of being the first to come in my ass. I should thank you for this—” I touch the clamps. “I need to accustom myself to pain.”
“Stop.” She withdraws a step.
“Why? If you’re going to whore me out to these callous nobles, you should be able to talk about the logistics of it. Am I to agree to everything they want me to do, or are there limits?”
“I don’t think Umari or Cowen will abuse you.” Her voice is threadbare.
“But you can’t be sure what they like in the bedroom.” I keep grinning, wide and terrible, advancing on her while she backs away. “Maybe they will beat me or bite me. No matter, because I can always be healed afterwards. No scars on the surface, right, your Highness? Only inside, where no one can see.”
I’m nearly upon her now. She snatches a dagger from under her pillow and points it at me. I lift my hands, a deprecating gesture. My anger is a storm in my chest.
“You knew the deal from the beginning,” she hisses. “Stop trying to make me feel guilty about it. I don’t yield to guilt, ever. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect myself, to survive, to ensure my own future.”
“So you’ll be yielding to Ward, then? Or is it only my body you’re willing to sacrifice?”
“That’s none of your concern.”
“Of course not. Forget I asked.” I shift forward until the tip of her knife grazes my chest, and I lean over the blade, bending until my face is close to hers. “We’ll speak no more of it. Rest easy, Highness, knowing that you have my full and eager consent.”
She’s breathing hard. So am I.
Her gaze dips to my mouth.
“Ruelle,” I whisper.
She inhales sharply, lips parting.
Closer I move. The knife cuts my skin a little. The pain is worth it if she will let me kiss her.
But before I can, the door of the bedroom bursts open, and the Crown Princess charges in.
Vienne is shaking with rage. When Ruelle’s bodyguards step in the room, she backhands them violently and shoves them out into the hall, kicking the door shut behind them. She wears a sword at her hip, and judging by the blood spatter on the hilt, it’s been used recently.
I step back, shifting to stand beside Ruelle. I can’t get between them, but I won’t leave my mistress to face this hurricane alone.
“Do you know what I just had to do?” Vienne seethes. “Instead of enjoying some well-deserved group sex on the beach with Bazra and our thralls, I had to cut off a water-wielder’s hands and write a letter to Countess Jilleen’s parents, informing them of her death. I had to make arrangements for her body and her servants to be sent home. I had to send Padra a message about the disaster that is Summerglee so far.”
“That sounds difficult,” says Ruelle caustically.
Vienne surges forward, clasping her sword-hilt. “This is you, isn’t it? We’ve never had noble deaths at a Summerglee or Wintertryst retreat until you came along. You’re a strange, morbid, creepy little bitch who collects knives and skulls and worships the death-god. I think you’re responsible for all of this, either by ill fate or wicked will. When Umari’s thrall was murdered, where were you? Opening his throat with one of your knives?”
Ruelle’s mouth tightens, but she doesn’t reply.
“You were near Ward when he was doling out his concoctions,” Vienne continues. “Maybe you tampered with the drugs Lombard and Jilleen took. You’ve been spending too much time with that pale freak. I suppose one creep knows another. Maybe he’s in on it, too. Both of you, trying to ruin this for all of us.”
She steps nearer, half-drawing the sword, but still Ruelle does not shrink or react.
“When Jilleen died, she wasn’t with us,” Vienne says. “She was floating near you. You slit her throat, then fed her to the slithersharks to cover it up. You’re killing thralls, and those who enjoy thralls, because you can’t enjoy them yourself. I suspect you faked that little scene at the waterfall, didn’t you? Admit it. You’re too twisted to have sexual feelings for anyone but our father and his whip.”
Ruelle goes dead-white.
“Did you know that, thrall?” Vienne says. “A servant told me she got wet when she was being punished by the King. Disgusting.”
My Princess’s fingers are curled tight—one hand around her knife, the other on itself. Blood oozes from her empty fist. She’s sinking her nails into her palm, hurting herself.
Quietly I step between her and Vienne.
I don’t speak. I keep my head bowed, avoiding eye contact with the Crown Princess.
Vienne will likely kill me for this. But I cannot stand by and watch Ruelle’s soul be torn apart.
The Crown Princess doesn’t move or speak.
The only sounds are faraway music from somewhere in the palace, and the faint tap of a loose shutter as the ocean breeze presses against the windows.
Vienne steps up to me, chest to chest. Slides her hand down my abdomen, into my pants, and takes my limp cock in her fingers. “Defy me again, and you’ll lose this permanently,” she murmurs against my cheek.
“Yes, your Highness.”
She removes her hand. Backs away. Shoves her half-drawn sword back into the sheath. “No more dead bodies, Ruelle, or I’ll have you put in the dungeon. Lovely place. Full of shell-rats, I’m told.”
She picks up a vase and hurls it against the dressing table mirror, shattering the porcelain and cracking the glass.
Then she leaves the room.
I focus on steadying my own breathing before I turn to Ruelle. “Princess.”
She’s staring past me—no, through me. Her eyes are glazed and fixed, her limbs rigid.
I pick up her left fist. My heart cracks when I see the blood leaking from it. Gently I uncurl her fingers, wincing at the crescent-shaped red cuts in her palm. “I’ll call the healer.”
“No,” she rasps. “No.”
“But you need—”
“No.”
“As you command.” Maybe she’ll let herself be healed tomorrow.
I draw her slowly into the bathing room and sit her down while I clean and wrap the wound. She stares into the distance the whole time.
“It only happened once,” she whispers. “I was fourteen. I didn’t understand. I couldn’t—I wasn’t—” A small sob escapes her.
“You were a child. You were mistreated.” I finish tying the cloth on her left hand and cup her fingers with mine. “It isn’t your fault, nor is it something you should feel shame for.”
“You stood between us,” Ruelle says, lifting her eyes to mine. “And with your tattoo, you can’t defend yourself against a royal. She could have killed you.”
“It would have been a worthy death, in service to my Princess.”
My heart pounds, deep and slow, burning with rage at her family and with the deep agony of my feelings for her. I lift her hand and kiss her fingertips.
She blinks at me, tears glimmering in her eyes. “Ducayne,” she whispers. “I am a wretched thing.”
“You aren’t,” I murmur fervently.
She jerks her hand away and lurches off the chair, teeth bared. “Yes, yes I am! Don’t you understand? I am all that she said.”
My heartbeat stutters.
I am all that she said.
All that she said…
Vienne accused her of a vendetta against thralldom. Of murder.
It cannot be true, because Ruelle doesn’t kill. She tortures. She can’t have killed anyone.
But I was asleep when Keb was murdered. He was raped by Bazra and left in some clearing—perhaps Ruelle killed him as a kind of twisted mercy.
My Princess was sitting at the table when Jilleen showed us her thrall’s cock cage and forced him to take the altered cinnar blend. Could the Princess have mixed something into that? No, there was no time. But maybe—
The sun potion.
She handed Jilleen and Lombard their sun potions. After she’d been speaking with Ward and examining his supplies. She could have added some toxic substance to the mixture.
“Bodies are unique,” she said. “Two people of different composition may react differently to the same stimuli.”
Maybe she poisoned them both, and Jilleen simply took longer to die.
My soul ices over as I remember her words just a short time ago, about our visit to Arawn’s shrine tomorrow.
Death rituals are conducted in threes.
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Ducayne is staring at me. He looks horrified.
He already knows I torture prisoners. And now he knows about the incident with my father. He knows that I am, as Vienne said, a strange, morbid, creepy little bitch who collects knives and skulls and worships the death-god. I bring pain and ill fate wherever I go.
He is right to recoil from me.
Ducayne swallows and forces out words. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Mostly I like the skulls of animals and birds,” I mutter. “They have such interesting shapes. But I do collect human skulls as well.”
“Human skulls,” he says slowly.
I peer at him. “Are you all right?”
“Me?” He laughs shakily. “I’m perfectly fine. Come, let’s get you back to your bed. I’ll read to you until you need to prepare for dinner.”


No one mentions my bandaged hand at dinner. In fact, the other nobles barely speak to me at all. Clearly my sister has circulated her theories about me, and they all think I’m a murderer now.
After the meal, we retire to a large parlor where Khal plays the piano and Yenna plays the harp. Khal demonstrates Yenna’s ability to orgasm on command, and everyone claps. Bazra makes Nonni suck his cock while my sister watches. Once she places her hand on Nonni’s head, forcing her to take Bazra deeper. I hate the gagging sounds that result.
Luthia and her thrall Sherad have tucked themselves into a curtained corner, where he massages her feet while she reads quietly to him. Imrissa leans across the arm of a sofa so her thrall Gem can comb out her shiny black hair.
I approach Umari tentatively, where she sits with a few other nobles whom I don’t know that well.
At first Umari pretends not to notice me, but at last she looks up. “Your Highness.”
“May I speak with you?”
“Of course.” But her face expresses the deepest reluctance, and possibly a hint of fear.
I motion for Ducayne to wait while Umari and I move to the other end of the parlor, out of earshot. The room we’re in is beautiful, with walls painted the deepest vivid green, gilded beams dividing the walls into panels, and gold lion’s-head emblems centered in each panel. Thick gold fringe decorates the heavy green curtains, and the chairs and sofas are richly patterned with burgundy and cream florals, touched with metallic gold.
“A lovely room,” I say.
“Such a lovely room,” she echoes.
“But a terrible day. A day I would never wish—or perpetrate—on anyone.”
She meets my gaze. “Some say otherwise.”
“Do you have siblings?”
“A younger brother. Too young to attend Summerglee.”
“Perhaps you know the rivalry that can exist between siblings. The arguments, the bloody brawls, the cruel accusations…” My voice trails off, because she’s staring at me with a disturbed kind of shock.
Perhaps other families do not behave as mine does.
“Never mind.” I try to smile. “Suffice it to say that I had nothing to do with any of the deaths that have occurred this week.”
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“And I was hoping you and I could reaffirm our friendship. I’m happy to lend you Ducayne tomorrow night, if you like."
Umari puckers her lips. “Tempting, your Highness. Very tempting. But I must decline. My own thralls are very fragile right now, and pleasuring me seems to calm them. I shall be occupied with them tonight and tomorrow night.”
“So you’ve decided to keep them?” I cut my gaze toward the two brothers, who are kneeling where she left them.
“For now.” Umari sighs as if their existence is the greatest imposition.
I’m not fooled, and she knows it. Her “excuse” is merely a way for her to avoid allying with me. Vienne’s toxic lies are poisoning all the ground I’ve gained at Summerglee.
I want to approach Cowen, but he’s playing a game of dice with Ward and some other nobles. I’ve never learned any group games.
Returning to Ducayne, I catch the thin gold leash attached to his collar and jerk it hard, ignoring the pain that twinges through my injured palm. My thrall jumps to his feet, wincing.
“Do you know that game they’re playing?” I whisper to him.
“It looks similar to one we play in Yurstin.”
“You’re going to play with them.”
“Will they allow that? I’m not a noble.”
“Thralls are allowed to stand in for their owners.” I pull him toward the table.
The other men don’t protest when I push Ducayne into an empty chair at the dice table and take my place behind him. They can’t openly deny me—I’m the damn Princess.
And before long, they forget all about me, because Ducayne is good at the game. Very good. He doesn’t win, but he pushes them hard, raising the stakes over and over until all of them are shouting, groaning, or cheering after every dice roll. His salacious comments set everyone laughing, until it’s almost as if they’ve forgotten he’s a thrall.
“You’re a slick one, Ducayne,” bellows Cowen, clapping him on the shoulder.
“Slick as the royal quim,” my thrall responds—and after a startled pause, the men roar with laughter.
“But which one?” Cowen splutters, laughing as he tips up his cup for another swallow of wine. “That’s the question.”
“There’s only one worth having, in my opinion.” Ducayne tips his head back, grinning at me.
My throat and face flood with violent heat.
Surely he knows I will punish him for that indecent joke at my expense.
And yet—
He’s shifting their perspective on me. Painting me as someone sexual and desirable, not the crawling, creeping, murderous monster my sister wants them to believe I am.
Even now, Vienne is casting sharp glances our way from the table where she’s playing cards with Imrissa, Bazra, and others. The uproarious fun at our table bothers her.
Truthfully it bothers me, too, but for different reasons. Everyone is behaving as if Keb, Jilleen, and Lombard never existed—and though I didn’t really know any of them, purposely forgetting their deaths feels wrong. Maybe because I suspect I would be just as easily forgotten if I died.
These nobles are young. They don’t want to face the reality of death. For them, Summerglee is a defiant celebration of life, youth, and beauty. Death has no place here. All thoughts of Arawn’s domain must be banished.
“Mistress.” Ducayne’s voice breaks my reverie. He’s half-turned in his chair, looking up at me as I stand behind him. “May I touch my dice to your breasts, for luck?”
I glare at him.
“That doesn’t work,” one of the noblemen sneers.
“More likely to bring you ill fortune,” mutters another.
The group at the table quiets, watching me, and in their eyes I see suspicion, derision, accusation. The certainty that even if I didn’t kill those people with my own hand, I somehow cursed this retreat by my very presence. I am the crow among the peacocks, spoiling their good time. A bird of ill omen.
Fuck that.
I slide off the straps of my gown and pull down the neckline, baring my breasts.
Ducayne gapes—I’m fairly sure he merely intended to rub the dice across my cleavage. He did not expect me to expose myself before these men.
One would think that in a setting like this, with pleasure and bodies serving as such common currency, the sight of my breasts wouldn’t have much of an effect. But the men all freeze, staring. One of them says, “Shit,” in a reverent tone.
In comparison to Vienne’s, my breasts seem small. But they are beautiful. A good size and shape. They suit me, and I refuse to be ashamed of them.
“Well?” I say to Ducayne. “Go on. For luck.”
His throat jerks as he swallows. Holding two dice in each hand, he rubs them lightly over my nipples.
The stimulation melts me inside. It’s all I can do to keep my face calm. But I can’t control the way my breasts tighten and peak at the touch of the cool, polished cubes, at the brush of Ducayne’s warm fingertips.
“My Princess, gentlemen,” says Ducayne. He gathers the dice in one palm and moves my dress back into place with his other hand.
There’s not a sound in the room as he rolls the four dice.
As they tip and settle into place.
All tens. The highest possible sum. Which makes him the winner.
The men explode, shouting, bellowing their astonishment. They don’t seem sorry to have lost.
“Another game, and another round!” cries Cowen, lifting his cup and swaying in his seat. “Zurai, come over here and lend me your breasts, for luck!”
His thrall approaches and pulls out her enormous tits. They are far larger than Vienne’s, though they’re heavier, asymmetrical, not as unnaturally perfect. I don’t envy Vienne’s breasts nearly as much now that I know they were magically fabricated.
My sister is openly glaring in our direction now, and I can barely keep from smirking. I control myself by thinking of the poor water-wielder down in the dungeon. He will get his hands back, but I can’t imagine the agony he’s enduring in the meantime.
I stand behind Ducayne for two more rounds of the game. I don’t bare my breasts again, but I let him run the dice over my cleavage before each roll. And he wins both games.
The game isn’t only about luck; there is also strategy involved. I suspect Ducayne could have won every single round if he wanted to.
After his third win, I take his leash and tug gently. He rises from the table, bowing deeply to everyone. When one of the young nobles asks him for a goodnight kiss, Ducayne glances at me briefly, and when I nod, he takes the noble’s face in his hand and kisses him deeply, lecherously. My skin heats all over, jealousy and lust mingling at my core.
I lead Ducayne to my room, my heart pounding violently.
Flames are crawling along my spine, under my skin. I want, want, want him.
I want him first. Before anyone else has him.
The aching, hollow hunger in my body can only be sated by his.
He heard my worst truth, and he hasn’t changed toward me. I think tonight, maybe, I will let him give me pleasure.
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When we reach her suite, the Princess doesn’t speak to me, but she unlatches my collar, removes the nipple clamps, and points to the bathing room, a clear sign for me to prepare for bed first. There isn’t much I need to do, since I bathed after I was healed. The space is candlelit, a warm glow lighting my face in the mirror.
I cannot get her breasts out of my mind, can’t shake the memory of her beautiful boldness in that parlor, in front of all those who would slander and suspect her.
I fear—I know—that she is a killer. How can I know that and still feel this way about her? I hunger for her even more desperately now. I crave her body, yes, and also her feral, fragile spirit. I want her ferocity and her mercy, her fixation with death and her rare, beautiful laughter.
I am not the good man she believes me to be, because I can set aside every moral absolute for her sake. I do it gladly. My life for hers. My body for hers.
Murderer or not, she is mine, and she will be mine.
I’m clutching the washstand so hard it creaks. Inhaling, I ease my grip and proceed with cleaning my teeth.
When I’m finished, the Princess goes into the bathing room next. And she does something she has not done since I became her thrall.
She leaves the door open.
An invitation, perhaps.
I wait a few minutes, until she’s had time to relieve herself.
And then, heart galloping wild in my chest, I step through the open door into the soft candle-glow of the bathing room.
She is bare from the waist up, wearing only a pair of silken panties. She wore very little at the beach all day, and the frequent sight of her beautiful form, her long legs, her slim waist—it has been the most pleasurable torture.
Our eyes meet—a knowing glance—but she doesn’t speak as I move in behind her. My hands float along her arms, nearly touching but not quite. Heat shivers unbearably between my palms and her skin.
In the mirror I can see both of us. Her expression is stormy with indecision, with lust, and with a barely-concealed panic.
In the pool by the waterfall, she told me, I can’t be the soft sweet thing who mews and squeals for you.
She only unlocked after I told her to bite me, fight me, choke me. She was set free after that.
She wants me. And to help her break through this barrier and achieve what she wants—what she needs—I have to bring out the fight in her.
I wrap my arm across her chest, and I clasp her throat possessively in my hand. I could crush her slim neck so easily.
At the mere thought, the tattoo on my bicep twinges.
My other hand slams across her lower belly, shoving her bottom against my hardening cock.
Immediately her eyes brighten. I give her a savage grin, and then I whirl both of us away from the mirror. I shove her naked front against the wall, seize her wrists and pin them against the wall, too, on either side of her head. Her scent swirls in my nostrils—orange blossoms and a hint of spicy cinnamon. When she bucks against me, I crush her harder to the wall.
She whimpers, arches back. Doesn’t tell me to stop, doesn’t call for the guards.
I take all her hair, wrap it tight around my hand, and step back, jerking her body flush against my chest. One hand still clasping her hair, I rub my other hand down her front, squeezing her beautiful breasts, savoring the curve of her waist, the hollow of her hip.
She’s panting, surging. Her fingers reach back, clawing my loose pants into fistfuls.
I plunge my hand into her panties and cup her sex. My central finger slides between her folds. She’s soaking wet.
A shaking whimper bursts out of her. I know she hates the sound, because her body jerks angrily against mine.
I pull her hair sharply, and she huffs a startled breath. The twitch of pain snapped her out of the self-conscious spiral.
With the pad of my thumb I massage her clit. I manipulate her folds, play with her wetness, swirl my fingers around her slit. She arches, riding my hand compulsively. With every movement, her ass grinds against my front. My dick is a burning iron rod in my pants, so hard I think I might burst. I tilt my hips, craving more friction, cupping her body with mine.
“You—you don’t have to touch me like this,” she gasps suddenly. “It’s not a command—”
“Quiet, Princess,” I growl in her ear, while my cock twitches against her ass. “I want to do this.”
“Thank Arawn,” she pants. “Gods, Ducayne—please.”
And I lose my mind.
With manic speed I rub her clit, a quick jiggling motion that makes her pant, quick and sharp. She’s close. I can feel the spasming quiver of her sex. “Come for me, my Princess, my mistress, my Ruelle—come for me now. Right now.”
She squeals, and then claps her hand over her mouth. Damn it, that made her recede from the edge.
I smooth my whole palm over her slick sex, then slide it back up. Slowly I circle her clit, sweeping down through her folds every few seconds while she trembles in my arms—and then I begin the tiny quick circles again, a rapid wiggling motion that brings her back to the peak.
Ruelle screams into her palm and comes hard. I tuck my hand between her legs so I don’t miss a single flutter. Her toned body is tight, tense—and then she relaxes, sagging against me.
“Yes, Princess,” I murmur, swirling my fingers over her. “Yes, beautiful. You came so well for me.”
Her hips jerk a little, and she shivers, hooked on my hand, utterly sensitive.
Gods, could I make her come twice?
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I let him touch me, and I did not die of panic or shame. I did not lunge out of his arms and seize a knife with which to stab him.
I let him hold me while I was nearly naked—let him put his hand into my panties. I came on his fingers.
He is still playing with my clit, tantalizing more flutters out of me. Somehow he can tell that I’m not quite sated, that I want more.
He is a solid wall of heated skin and smooth muscle at my back. I want to bask in his presence like a cat in the sun, to take him whole into myself. His strength overwhelms me, calms me.
Slowly I revolve in his arms until I’m facing him, chest to chest. I notch my fingers into the band of his pants and draw them down to his thighs. His cock springs free, twitching against my belly, painting my skin with a small smear of wetness. Instinctively I reach down and grasp it.
I’ve never touched a man’s penis before. It’s firm, but the head is soft. There’s a silkiness to the skin of the tip, a solid warmth to the shaft. He is the perfect size and heft. He feels right in my hand, comforting, like a—
Like a knife. But better.
Ducayne lets out a low groan of agony through gritted teeth, and only then do I realize that every muscle of his body is rigid. He’s practically shaking with the effort of holding himself back.
And in that moment I realize how much delicious torture lies in store for both of us, once we breach this wall of my inhibitions.
“Do you want to come, thrall?” I whisper, stroking his length with one finger.
“Gods, Princess.”
“That’s not an answer.” I close my fingers around him again. “And that’s Princess Bitch to you.”
A ragged laugh escapes his lips. He’s beautiful like this, right on the edge of pleasure, rock-hard and shuddering at my touch.
I have never done this, but I’m not as nervous as I thought I would be, because it’s him. I’ve known this man for a mere handful of days, so why does it feel like I’ve been conscious of his existence all along, as if my life has been a chain of events leading up to him? As if he was always meant to be a part of my life. A part of me.
“Please, Ruelle,” he says softly, and the look in his dark eyes shatters me into a thousand perfect pieces, a thousand crystal shards reflecting the two of us, over and over.
I stroke his shaft, pumping as I saw him do when we practiced stamina. I tuck my other hand under his jaw, compressing his throat. “Yes, you can come now, Captain.”
He cries out, and his cum overflows, lines of it spraying my belly, dripping over my fingers. He pulses in my hand while his arms wrap around me, his fingers pressing warm against my back.
Ducayne has come on me or around me before, but this is different. This wasn’t a test of stamina, or an accidental release while I was choking him, or the result of faked intercourse in the pool, in front of other people.
This was on purpose. Just for us.
We stand there, face to face. My stomach and thighs are slick from his release and my own wetness.
And I don’t even mind the mess.
“I should clean up,” I whisper.
“Don’t you dare.” He runs a finger along my chin. “I’m making you come again first.”
“A thrall, giving orders?” I arch a brow at him.
In answer he pulls his pants up again and drops to his knees. “You may want to hold on to something.”
He rakes down my panties, lifts my feet out of them, one at a time. His broad, warm hands close on my thighs, urging my legs to spread. His fingers gently pull apart the wet lips of my sex. And then—
His tongue.
My gods.
I slam one hand on the edge of the washstand. The other I sink deep into his gorgeous hair.
My folds are still swollen and sensitive from my first climax. The rippling, lapping motion of Ducayne’s tongue against that private part of me is nearly unbearable.
Pleasure forces its way into all the wounds in my heart that I thought I had sealed. Bliss cracks me open, wrenches cries from my mouth that I never planned to allow.
I’m almost sobbing, my knuckles white against the washstand, my nails digging into his scalp—and he doesn’t flinch, and he doesn’t pause. He eats me desperately, hungrily, focusing his attention at the top, over my clit—so much delicious suction, I can’t, I can’t—
A tiny pinch from his teeth, a bright spark singing through my belly. I’m almost there, so close, please please please—
“Again,” I gasp, and he bites me gently, laving immediately with his tongue.
Almost, almost—I shriek with frustration, and he growls into my sex, pinching that tender bit of flesh again, nibbling and tugging—and the orgasm rips through my lower belly, shattering along my nerves with concussive force. My thighs quake, rippling with ecstasy—I’m screaming, shuddering.
He’s on his feet, holding me, cupping my sex, giving me pressure there.
I’m writhing against him, naked, dimly aware of a door opening somewhere.
“Princess?” Penn’s voice, concerned. “I heard screaming.”
My bodyguard appears in the doorway of the bathing room. I’m still panting, curled against Ducayne’s chest, his hand between my legs.
“By Beirgid,” swears Penn, shielding his eyes. “I am sorry, Princess.”
“Get out,” I gasp. “Or I’ll stab you.” But there’s no venom in my tone, only relief.
Penn’s voice carries a smile when he says, “Yes, your Highness. A good night to you.” He says the last words heartily, warmly. As if he’s genuinely happy for me.
The door to the suite closes.
And now I am not sure what to do.
Shakily I push Ducayne away, determined to salvage a little of my pride, my self-sufficiency—determined to dress myself—
I wobble on my feet, and he scoops me up with a low, triumphant chuckle and strides into the bedroom with me.
“Stop,” I hiss, smacking his face. “I need to clean up.”
“I’ll clean you up.”
“I don’t even let the maids do that.”
His voice is a masculine purr in my ear. “I’m not your maid.”
“Ugh, gods.” I relent, allowing him to lay my nude body on the bed. He brings a damp towel and cleans my inner thighs. He also wipes his sticky cum off my stomach, although he looks reluctant about that, as if he’d like to leave it there.
When he goes to dispose of the towel, I roll onto my belly, hugging a puffy pillow. I feel warmer and more relaxed than I have in years—maybe ever.
Ducayne returns, settling in at my side, and without my having to order it, he begins stroking my back and limbs—tentatively at first, then more confidently when I don’t protest. The sensation of his palm and fingers sweeping along my bare soft skin, over and over—it’s bliss.
I’m sinking into sleep.
I don’t think I put a knife under my pillow…
But I don’t fetch one. I let myself drowse.
I waver on the edge of dreams, lulled by his soothing caresses.
A press of lips over my spine, between my shoulder blades. Or maybe I imagined it.
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The next day is absolutely wretched. Dark clouds scud across the sky, torn and twisted by a wild wind. Sheets of rain crash against the palace, soaking the beach, the lawns, the balconies, the gardens.
But I could not be happier. This is the best weather for staying indoors and having lots of sex with my Princess, if she will allow it. Certainly she won’t expect to visit the shrine of Arawn in this weather. Maybe if I please her well, she’ll forget about her crusade to win Arawn’s favor through ritual murders, or her crusade to end thralldom by killing everyone involved, or whatever it was that made her take three lives.
If it was her. I’m doubting my theory again. Cruel she may be, too quick to open flesh with a blade when she is angry or scared. I believe she could kill someone, given the right provocation. But Keb, Jilleen, and Lombard? I’m not sure she had sufficient motive.
If not her, then who?
Unless Keb slit his own throat, Lombard’s death was an adverse reaction to Ward’s drugs, and Jilleen simply went too deep and drowned.
Perhaps there have been no murders at all.
But three deaths? When Vienne said there have not been any at past retreats? Well, except perhaps the deaths of people who displeased her.
I can believe Vienne capable of murder. Perhaps she is responsible.
But these subtle killings are not her style. She would run a man through the chest boldly, in the sight of everyone, and think nothing of it afterward.
No, the killings are being perpetrated by someone who is not all-powerful. Someone who does not want to be caught. This murderer has something to lose.
“Ducayne.” Ruelle nudges me with her foot. I’m sitting beside her chair again, only this time, instead of receiving my own plate, she’s feeding me breakfast by hand, like a dog. Usually I would resent it, but every time she offers me a bite, she gives me a secret, delighted little smile. Just a flash of a smile, too quick for anyone else to notice. I love it.
I open my lips, and when she tucks a large piece of bacon between them, I close my mouth quickly, sucking on her fingers as she withdraws them. Her eyes flare wide, and her cheeks flush. I grin at her.
But then we are both distracted by Crown Princess Vienne, who has summoned the wind-wielder Enzo and is shrieking at him to “do something about this weather or you’ll end up limbless in the dungeon like your water-wielding friend!”
In a shaking voice, Enzo explains that his powers work within a limited radius, on moderate cloud cover. He can’t shove a huge storm system like this one out to sea.
Master Thranwright, the Manager of Festivities, stands nearby while Enzo speaks. After just a few days of Summerglee, his heavyset form already looks a bit thinner than it did when we arrived, and I could swear there’s more gray in his hair. Timidly he tries to support the wind-wielder’s statement, but Vienne will have none of it. She orders Enzo flogged. Then she sends her breakfast back to the kitchen to be remade.
“Damn this Summerglee,” moans Cowen.
“It’s not a total loss,” Ward says, patting his brother’s shoulder. “I have a truly magnificent blend of hannas we should all smoke.”
Everyone at the table looks up at him with silent suspicion.
His chuckle sounds a little nervous. “Don’t worry—it’s perfectly safe.”
“We should play ‘Risks or Questions,’” says Imrissa. “When we played it at Wintertryst, things got wonderfully naughty.”
“Strip dice!” shouts Bazra. “And I’ve thought of something fun we can all do with Nonni.”
Ruelle stuffs an entire boiled egg into my mouth and hauls me up by my neck chain, dragging me out of the breakfast room. Our exit is masked by a gigantic cracking boom of thunder and a flash of lightning.
But Ruelle isn’t taking me back to our room. She’s pulling me down a dim side hallway that looks suspiciously like a servant’s passage. And she’s carrying a leather satchel that she apparently brought along to breakfast. Damn me for not noticing it before.
Frantically I chew the egg, trying not to choke but desperate to ask questions.
The Princess shoves open a door, and we hurry along another short passage that smells musty and grassy at the same time. Another door, and we step into a humid space with a heavy smell I recognize—the smell of horse, oiled leather, and manure.
I swallow and gasp out, “The stables?”
“Yes! I left a note for Meldare and Penn. By the time they read it we’ll be long gone.”
“Long gone where?” I run two fingers under my neck collar, relieved that she’s no longer pulling on my chain.
“To the shrine, thrall, as we discussed.” She looks at me as if I’m an idiot. “There are spare cloaks on those pegs. Find us two big thick ones, and then help me saddle a horse.”
I planned to lounge in a warm bed with a naked Princess all day. It’s painful to watch those dreams evaporate, and I’m more than a little annoyed at the idea of riding through a storm for hours.
“Your bodyguards will be terrified for you,” I tell her.
“I’m with you. And I have knives.” She pats her corset, then shoots me a challenging glare. “What is it, Captain? Haven’t you marched and ridden through foul weather before? Or are you going soft? Captain Adraxas Ducayne, becoming a flabby, indulgent royal whore—”
I stride forward, snatching two cloaks from the wall, and I move into her space. She looks up at me, her eyes sparkling with dark mischief.
“Call me a whore again,” I say quietly. “And I’ll show you what whores do best. Right here, in the stable.”
She has a knife to my neck before I finish the sentence. A wicked, gleeful smile spreads over her face. “Oh, my sweet whore,” she murmurs. “Have you forgotten who owns whom? I suggest you remember it, or I shall have to remind you.”
I lift my chin as she presses the knife more firmly against my skin, and I give her my most cocky, lecherous grin. “Fuck you, Highness.”
Her eyes widen, and for a second I think she might kiss me. But she withdraws, and we don the cloaks and saddle the horses without any further games between us. Two horses, unfortunately. I was hoping to share one with her, but none are big enough to carry us both safely in such weather.
She removes my slave collar, and I’m grateful for the relief. I much prefer her small hands at my throat.
“You have a map, I hope?” I ask, pushing open the stable doors before mounting my mare.
“I asked a servant for directions.”
“Why isn’t that reassuring?”
“I’m very good with directions,” she retorts. “Oh gods—a stable boy is coming. Go!”
We charge out the open doors just as the stable boy shouts after us. We pelt down the palace lane, toward the main road. It’s as miserable as I feared—rain slanting down in torrents, wind tearing at our cloaks, puddles of indeterminate depth making travel hazardous.
We ride for three wretched hours, under sopping forest foliage, across rushing sheets of water pouring from hilltop to meadow across the road, through muddy slicks that are far too close to the edge of a bluff for my liking. Ruelle rides ahead, and a few times, when her horse’s hoof slips, my heart seizes up. But the mare never actually falls, thank the gods.
Finally we enter a thick wood whose canopy is matted enough to block most of the rain. It’s dreadfully soggy and humid underneath, and the smell of wet horse and moldering rotten wood assails my nose.
I’ve always been fond of comforts and sensitive to smells. Not ideal for a military officer. But then again, I never had a choice as to my career. Perhaps I should have revolted against my mother’s plans long ago. I could have run off to be a bawd in some city brothel, or hired myself out as a lover for a rich woman. That is, essentially, what I am now. Except without the pay.
Ruelle has not yet yielded to me completely. And even when she does, I cannot let myself believe that it means what I hope for. She does not love me—she is merely beginning to trust me, relenting to her body’s cravings. As I keep telling myself—one step at a time.
But what if we keep taking steps, she and I, and she never truly loves me? What if she makes a good match—marries a noble man—and sells me, or keeps me on the side to pleasure them both? What if I have to watch someone else touch her, take her—
That would be a kind of torture I’m not sure I could endure.
Maybe my tattoo will erode enough to permit an escape. Though the royals will likely have me tattooed again if they notice it fading.
Would I leave her, if I could?
As the question rings in my brain, she turns around, pulling her hood back so she can look at me. Wisps of her wet blond hair lie across the front of the cloak like shiny ribbons. She doesn’t smile, but when I grin at her, her mouth tightens and she turns sharply, facing front again.
Too proud to show any softness. I shake my head, smiling.
Even if I could leave, where would I go? To the mother who doesn’t care about me? To the army who misdirected me and my company, abandoning us to death? To the kingdom of Yurstin, as devoted to the science of war as Thannira is dedicated to the worship of pleasure?
I have a home now. A strange one, to be sure—volatile and disturbing at times. But with Ruelle at its center, it is the best one I’ve ever had.
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Worshipers carved the shrine of Arawn into the black stone of the hillside, shaping pillars and a lintel around the mouth of an existent cave. Veins of luminous green snake through the rain-slicked black rock.
Ducayne ties our horses beneath a clump of trees, while I stand at the mouth of the shrine, reveling in its dark beauty. Though the Veil of the Priestess was pretty, this kind of lethal loveliness sings to my soul in a different, deeper way. But I’m nervous, too, because the shrine is unlike any I’ve visited—desolate, untended, and wild in a way that makes me cautious. What if there are ghosts here?
My thrall comes to my side. By his very stance I can tell he doesn’t like this place, and that knowledge bothers me more than it should.
“Inside,” I order.
“Ladies first.”
“Obey me, thrall.”
“Ah, I see. You’re afraid it’s haunted.” He smirks at me from beneath his dripping hood. “Very well, then, I’ll go and oust any hapless ghosts who might be snoozing inside. Wait here.”
His cloaked form disappears into the shadows. Which leaves me standing outside in the muddy clearing, encircled by silent, rain-soaked forest. Overhead the clouds churn, dark with hints of purple and green, like a bruise. A snap of thunder makes me jump and dart into the cave.
“Ducayne?” I call.
The branching veins of glowing green minerals illuminate the passage eerily. I proceed along it, laying back my hood. The satchel with the incense and our lunch hangs heavy on my shoulder, beneath my cloak.
A cold waft of air, like icy breath. My fingers find one of the tiny knives concealed in my corset, and I draw it.
“Thrall?” I bark. “Where are you? If you’re trying to frighten me, I swear I will stab you.”
But the snarl that rips through the echoing tunnel isn’t one that Ducayne could make. And then I hear a distant yell of mortal terror. My thrall’s voice.
My heart pummels my breastbone. I throw off the cloak, drop the satchel, and run forward, pulling out another knife. “Ducayne!”
Nothing is going to eat him or kill him. He’s mine.
Another snarl, bouncing off green-laced walls. A shadow ripples over the emerald light and I whirl, trying to track it.
Something scuttles in the shadows, a scrape of claws, but I can’t see anything behind or ahead, or on either side. So I look up.
Six eyes blink open above me, and a curved tail with a swollen poison pod jabs toward my face. I scream, slashing wildly at it.
The creature runs sideways, a sickening chatter of jointed legs. It’s about the length of my forearm, broader than my hand, with a needle-sharp tail and quivering mouthparts.
Fond of knives I may be, but I’ve only fought training dummies or cut into passive subjects. The horror of my inadequacy chills my bones.
I need to learn how to fight a living opponent.
Again the creature scurries along the rocky ceiling, impossibly fast. I stab and slash, and somehow manage to strike its poison pod. Acidic bile spills out, glowing yellow, steaming on the floor while I jump back with a panicked yell. The creature squeals in agony and races away.
More cries echo down the passage—male roars of panic.
“Ducayne!” I scream. I’m not sure whether I’m trying to summon him or save him. I pelt along the stone corridor, breaking into a large chamber with a statue at one end—columns, incense burners—I barely notice any of it because my thrall is in the center of the room, fighting for his life.
His cloak has been shredded, showing his vulnerable bare skin through the holes. Two of the poisonous scorpion-creatures lie crushed beneath chunks of rock, but there are more swarming over him. He’s whirling, tearing at them, yelling. One jabs its tail at his spine, but it happens to pierce one of its fellow creatures instead. They both fall away, but two more scuttle up his legs, jabbing at the thick leather of his boots.
I dash in, kick one of them off him, and stamp on it. Its exoskeleton crunches under my boot. I rake a blade through another creature and knock two more off, crushing their poison pods.
Ducayne is clear of them now. I hand him a knife, and he and I swing back to back, ready in case more of the monsters show up.
A few more enter from a side passage, and we kill them, shouting our panic and disgust. Then Ducayne finds a lever to activate a heavy stone door and close off that passage, leaving only the route to the exit. I inspect the walls and ceiling carefully, but I can’t see any other cracks or entry points for the monsters.
My thrall turns and glares at me, his torn cloak hanging off his bare chest, his skin pricked and bleeding from the creatures’ sharp feet.
“I didn’t know the place would be infested,” I mutter.
“This is why you bring bodyguards.”
“You’re fine. Stop whining.” After wiping and sheathing my knives, I stalk down the exit passage to retrieve my satchel.
When I return, he has divested himself of the ruined cloak, and other than his black pants, he’s wearing only a series of looping gold chains, linked in the scant semblance of a shirt. It’s a different pattern than the one he wore last night—this one has a gold bar along his breastbone, and the chains sweep outward, highlighting the curves of his pecs and shoulders. I hate how sexy he looks in it, especially with the scratches and cuts all over his chiseled torso. He wears gold chains at his hips, too, as he did on the night the servant first brought him to me.
“You’re staring, Princess.” He gives me a wry smile.
Scoffing, I open my satchel and remove the packets of incense. I packed everything this morning, before breakfast, while he was washing, shaving his face, and oiling himself. The lunch is nothing more than a tin of cookies I asked Meldare to bring me. I couldn’t ask for a full meal to be packed up, or someone would have guessed I was planning a dangerous excursion into the storm.
Even with all my precautions, I suspect we don’t have long before my bodyguards come after us. An hour, perhaps, if the stable boy told of our escape immediately. Maybe two hours if he didn’t.
Ducayne kicks the carcasses of the monsters into a pile at the side of the chamber, while I advance toward the green jade statue of Arawn. The sculptor made the death-god beautiful—high cheekbones, full lips with a saucy tilt, long wavy hair, a body as muscular as my thrall’s. Two horns sweep upward from his brow, while two more curl backward, toward his skull.
“In Yurstin, Arawn is depicted with a deer-skull mask and antlers.” Ducayne stands at my side, arms crossed.
“Most of our shrines display him like that, too. I’ve never seen a statue of him unmasked, though I’ve seen similar images in books of lore.”
“Does he have a story?” Ducayne asks. “Most of the gods do, but I’ve never heard his.”
“Help me prepare the burners, and maybe I’ll tell you.”
Half a dozen incense burners hang from tall, branched stands along the walls of the shrine. Ducayne brings me three of them, and I hand him a packet of incense. I fill the other two burners and light all three with the flint I brought. Then I arrange the burners as the points of an equal triangle before Arawn’s statue.
“Is there anything you need to say for this ritual?” My thrall’s tone is subdued, almost dark.
I cut a glance at him. “Ritual? This is just for remembrance. To ease the passage of their souls to Arawn’s realm.”
“So this isn’t a death ritual? A rite to give you power, fortune, and protection?”
“No, it isn’t.” I frown at him. “For that, I would have had to kill each of the people myself—” I stop, staring at him. “Wait—did you think that I—”
“No,” he says, too quickly.
“You thought I murdered Keb, Lombard, and Jilleen?”
He scrunches up his face, ruffling a hand through his hair. “I—I don’t know you that well. You like to hurt people, so I thought maybe—gods, Ruelle, don’t look at me like that.”
The pain constricting my throat won’t let me speak.
He believed my sister. Believed the others. Suspected me of a triple murder.
“What was my motive?” My voice sounds cool, remote.
“A mercy killing for Keb, after Bazra raped him.”
“Most thralls are raped at some point. It would be idiotic to kill them for what someone else did to them.”
He winces. “For Lombard—another pity killing, maybe? He was obviously suffering in his mistress’s hands.”
“Forced to accept a cock cage and drugs. Still not a reason to end his life. And why did you think I killed Jilleen? Because of the way she treated him?”
“Yes. It all seems stupid now.”
I face the statue of Arawn again. The joy I felt earlier today has drained away.
The one person I thought could see me, doesn’t see me at all. He views me the same way my subjects do—as a twisted, maniacal, murderous creature.
“I had reason to believe you did it,” Ducayne says. “After Vienne left your room, you basically admitted to it. You told me, ‘I am all that she said.’”
“I was referring to the death fixation and the skull collection, the weirdness, the wretchedness, and the incident with Padra!” I exclaim. “Not the murders! I never expected you to believe that accusation!”
“Maybe you should have chosen your words more carefully, then,” he grits out.
Brimming with hurt and rage, I take a step toward him, my fingers creeping to the hilt of a knife.
“Are you going to cut me? Kill me?” He vents a broken laugh. “You are so selfish, so blind. Do you understand the pressure you have put on me? Me, a stranger, your enemy, killer of your people—yet you expected me to suddenly become your loyal slave, your ally, companion, friend, fuck-toy, bargaining chip—I can’t handle it, Ruelle. I don’t know what I really am to you. You cannot begin to understand what I’ve gone through since I was captured. Sometimes I fear that my mind will break.” His voice cracks through, and his fists tighten at his sides. “You say that your sister is cruel and changeful—and she is, but so are you.”
“So first you believe me capable of murder, and now I’m like my sister?” My voice rises, shrill in the echoing gloom of the chamber. “This is hard for me, too. I prefer being alone. I’m not used to having anyone around me all the time, much less someone like you.”
“Selfish,” he hisses. “Turning everything back to yourself, as usual.”
“Stop acting as if you’re my equal,” I shout. “I own you. I am the Princess, and you’re a slave—the lowest tier of society in any kingdom. You shouldn’t be arguing with me. You should be crawling at my feet, begging for my pity.”
His jaw is granite, his teeth bared, his eyes blazing. “You want me to grovel? To lick your feet?” He takes two steps, closing half the distance between us. “Why don’t you make me?”
“You have to obey me,” I say, breathless. I can feel my control over him slipping away, and it terrifies and tantalizes me at the same time. “You can’t hurt me or escape me, which means you’ll be going back to the palace when I do. And if you don’t obey me right now, I will have you put in the dungeon when we return.”
“So you want me to kneel for you, Princess?” he snarls. “Like I did last night?”
A flicker of arousal trickles between my legs at the memory, but I refuse to show weakness. “I want you face-down on the floor, begging for my mercy.”
His eyes flash, and I realize, with a shock of fear and excitement, that the dance between us is done. His willing submission to me is over.
I have finally pushed him too far.
“No,” he says, deep and dark as the cave-rock itself. “I will not.”
I snatch a knife from my corset, but he moves lightning-quick, the side of his hand chopping at my wrist. My knife flies out of reach, so I pull another. As fast as I draw them, he takes them away, never seriously hurting me—except for my pride.
“You need training,” he says. “Natural instinct and torture skills aren’t enough against a warrior like your sister—or one like me.”
His large hand wraps around my throat. He grimaces, and I realize that his tattoo must be paining him. Which means that somewhere in that broad chest is the desire to seriously hurt me.
Why does that knowledge make me immediately, helplessly wet for him?
Ducayne shoves me against one of the carved stone pillars. In the green half-light, he looks monstrously beautiful. The chains glitter across his chest as he moves in, slamming his form against mine.
My skin prickles with panic, but there’s excitement blended with the fear, and a thrilling arousal surging in my lower belly. I have never felt so alive.
“I’m done letting you believe you can best me,” he hisses. “Yes, I thought you might have murdered three people, and I said nothing about my suspicion to anyone. I helped you win back the nobles’ goodwill with those games of dice. I made you come on my hand and on my tongue, because I don’t care what you’ve done, Ruelle. It doesn’t matter, because—”
His face wrenches with emotion, and he looks away. I take the opportunity to reach up and claw my nails down his cheek.
With a growl of pain, he releases my throat, catches both my wrists, and pins them against the pillar. “Stop, Ruelle.”
I try to get my knee up to strike his groin, but he presses in tighter, grinding his body against mine. He’s hard under his pants. The fresh-grass, rain-washed scent of him swirls around me, a blessed fragrance in the musty space. I breathe him in, almost without thinking.
“I will keep pretending to be your dutiful thrall.” His mouth is a breath from mine. “But only if you admit privately to me that I am your equal in every way that matters.”
“You’re a prisoner of war. An enemy.” I buck my hips against his. “And even as a Captain, you were never my equal.”
He growls with frustration. “Bitch.”
“Bastard,” I snap.
He’s glaring at me. I twist, trying to jerk my wrists free, but his grip is immovable.
“By all means, keep writhing,” he whispers. “It feels delightful.”
“Why even pretend to be submissive to me? Why not fight me from the beginning, every step of the way?”
“Because I liked you from the moment I saw you bleeding and grinning under your sister’s fists, you little devil.” His lips skate against mine, a tantalizing brush. “I pitied you at first, and then I began to care.”
My heart is a moth, fluttering wild, wings catching a spark, roaring into flame.
He takes both my wrists and crushes them into a one-handed grip over my head.
He’s tearing open the buttons of his pants.
“And now, Princess,” he says, in a voice low and threatening as thunder— “I’m going to fuck you, unless you tell me to stop.”
My whole body is vibrating, pulsing, aching for him.
I liked you.
I began to care.
It doesn’t matter what you’ve done.
Ducayne throws me face-down onto his shredded cloak. He drags off my boots, my pants, and my underwear while I kick at him. Then he flips me onto my back and circles my throat with his hand again, drawing me up onto my knees.
I don’t protest, because I need this. Not the careful, gentle touches—though I’m less scared of those now—but I need the sheer power of him, the raw dominance. I need the fight, the violence. There’s a gnarled, deep-seated reason for the craving, but right now I don’t care to dissect it. I just want.
“I’m still going to make you pleasure other people,” I hiss at him.
His grip tightens, and he groans, deep in his chest. “I can do that as long as I get to be inside you—gods, inside you, Ruelle—” He lets go of me, opens his pants, and pulls his cock out. It’s weeping his arousal already.
I want it in my hand.
I grab it, wrap my fingers around it like a knife-hilt.
With him, I never feel overshadowed or worthless. He cared about me, pleasured me, even when he thought I killed three people. Now that I’m over the shock of it, I can see there’s a sweetness in that—a dark devotion I hadn’t thought him capable of. Maybe he isn’t as “good” as I thought.
I pop his cock head into my mouth.
He tastes amazing. Warm, salty, sweet. Masculine. Humming my delight, I sink him deeper.
Ducayne cries out, seizing my head. He doesn’t force himself down my throat, and I get the sense that he’s terrified I might bite his dick.
When I pull off him, he’s quaking, his chest heaving.
Breathless, I shuck off the overdress I’m wearing, and the light corset. Bared to Arawn, bared to my thrall, I am naked in a room littered with monstrous corpses. The heavy fragrance of the incense covers the smell of death; but even if it didn’t, I would not care, because this seems strangely, morbidly right, that I should lose my virginity in a shrine of the death god.
Or perhaps I am not losing anything at all. Maybe I am gaining something.
I lie back on top of Ducayne’s shredded cloak and my discarded clothing, yielding. Speaking my consent through my submissive posture.
His jaw tense, Ducayne throws my legs apart. Lines himself up at my entrance. I can feel wetness seeping along my slit.
He gives me one look. One chance to change my mind.
Then he’s shoving himself inside me.
I have always been terrified of that invasion. With anyone else, I would still be terrified.
But with him, only him, it isn’t invasion. It is fullness. A rejoining. A piece fitting into place for the first time.
A twinge of pain, a slight burning—but my body eases the way, embracing Ducayne’s length, welcoming him in as he glides through me.
He feels like safety and escape. Like sunshine, like the sea.
My thrall comes down to me, his huge body over mine, his hips still pumping his cock into me, slow and steady. He doesn’t kiss me, but his handsome face hovers above mine. The delicate gold chains hanging from his chest brush against my nipples, teasing them to eager points.
He watches me, drinking in my expression until I turn away, more embarrassed by his gaze than by the act.
“Come here, Princess,” he whispers. “Look at me.”
“I can’t.”
“Fucking look at me, Ruelle.” He braces himself on one hand and grips my chin with the other. “Be with me.”
I meet his heated gaze, and my legs curl tighter against his hips. His eyes brighten as I begin to surge into the rhythm with him.
This is not something being done to me. This is something we are doing together, he and I.
He rocks back, grips my thighs, and shoves in deeper, slamming all the way in until he impacts something far inside me, some point of exquisite pressure.
Three things coalesce in my head.
One—Ducayne is the most beautiful man I have ever seen.
Two—I am being fucked in the shrine of Arawn, before the statue of the god himself.
And three—I refuse to share my thrall with anyone else.
Ducayne’s head tilts back, a groan grating from his throat. He speeds up, and I half-shriek as the ripples of pleasure inside me flow faster, tighter, one after another, tumbling over each other until—until—my abdomen clenches, and a burst of sharp ecstasy explodes through my body.
Ducayne cries out as my inner walls compress his length. He thrusts again, again, and comes, flooding me, bathing my insides with his warm release.
His palms slam to the ground on either side of me, his chains sliding cool across my breasts. I’m still pulsing around him while he flexes inside me.
His lips sink to mine, and another shivering thrill of ecstasy trickles along my nerves. He gives me kiss after cherishing kiss while we’re locked together. Each one is warm, intense, earnest, as if he’s trying to tell me something with every passionate press of his mouth.
Finally he leans back and slides his softened dick out of me. There’s a small smear of blood on it.
“Do you feel all right?” he asks. “The first time can hurt a little.”
“I don’t mind a little pain,” I reply.
“I apologize for my behavior, Princess,” he says, pulling up his pants. “And for what I said to you here, in this cave. I forgot myself.”
“You meant every word,” I say. “And you’ll be punished for it, trust me.”
He sighs, with a rueful half-smile. “Of course, my lady.”
“Now help me up. The floor is hard, even with this lumpy bit of cloak.”
We dress, and I say a prayer to Arawn before we head out of the cave. I pass Ducayne two cookies, and we munch our food in the mouth of the cave, inhaling the fresh air and watching the rain stream down, incessant.
On our ride back, we encounter my bodyguards. They are extremely peeved with me, and Penn is unusually bold about it; but I don’t chastise him as I normally would. My body feels good all over, but more than that—an ache in my heart is finally beginning to ease.
The ride back is more dangerous than I expected. In one place, what was once a creek is now a roaring river, and we have to ride upstream to find a bridge. The bridge itself is partly submerged. Another few hours, and the way back would have been impassable.
Two hours later, we arrive at the stables of the beach palace. I’m craving a hot bath in the big copper tub in my suite. Maybe I’ll have Ducayne join me, before I punish him for his earlier disrespect, and for thinking me a murderer.
Before we leave the stables, I latch the gold collar and leash around his throat again. He watches me with soft dark eyes while I do it, and his nearness makes my pulse quicken.
Yes, a bath with him will be just the thing.
But all my plans fly out of my head as we walk into the palace. There’s a panicked energy humming through the halls, people bustling around and muttering dolefully to one another.
I catch the sleeve of a passing servant. “What’s happened?”
“Oh, Your Highness! You’re safely back, thank the gods!”
“Yes, but what’s going on?”
She lifts a shaking hand, pointing toward the parlor. “Gods save your Highness. Gods save all of us. There’s been another murder.”
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The body is the wind-wielder, Enzo.
Which means that he can’t push the storm out to sea, even if it shrinks to a size within his power. We are now helpless to the weather.
Crown Princess Vienne is in the parlor, staring at the body, with Imrissa and Bazra at her side.
“Unforgivable that he hung himself on that light fixture. It belonged to my grandmother. Designed to her exact specifications and decorated with Serinian blood crystals.” She sighs.
“What about the water-wielder, Your Highness?” I ask.
Vienne wheels around, fixing me with an incisive glare. “What about him?”
“Whoever killed Enzo wants to trap us at the palace. We encountered a crossing north of here that was nearly impassable. Are there other roads or fords nearby that might flood, cutting off our hope of leaving this place?”
One of the servants steps forward, nodding. “There’s the ford to the west, which floods in the spring and occasionally during the summer. And there’s the southern bridge to Oleyra, which can flood sometimes if we get too much rain.”
“Someone go and check on the water-wielder.” Vienne holds my gaze. “And take the healer with you. Have her repair the wielder’s hands if he isn’t dead yet.”
“Wielders are rare,” I say. “They should be treated with care.”
The silence that falls after my words is a deadly one, and in its grip, I realize my mistake.
I forgot my place. I spoke to the Crown Princess like an equal.
Playing the game of dice with the nobles and arguing with Ruelle made me feel like myself again. But I am not myself. I am a prisoner. A pleasure thrall. A slave.
Ruelle grips my arm, her terror evident in the panicked pressure of her fingers. “Kneel and apologize,” she whispers.
I crash to my knees, bowing low before Vienne. “Your pardon, Highness. I spoke without thought of my true position—a worm at your feet. I crave your forgiveness.”
Sharp-nailed fingers graze my scalp. Vienne grasps a handful of my hair and jerks my head back. “I should put out your eyes permanently, thrall, for daring to hold my gaze for so long, and for presuming to advise me, your future Queen.”
Two fingernails of her other hand dance closer to my eyes. Terror roils in my gut.
One jab, and I will be blinded. Permanently, she said. She won’t allow me to be healed afterward.
“No! No, please!” Ruelle falls to her knees beside me, bowing with her forehead to the floor, assuming a slave’s posture at her sister’s feet. “Please, my—my Queen—please, I beg you. Mercy.”
What it cost her to say that, no one but she and Vienne and I will ever know.
“You would abase yourself for him?” Vienne huffs a chuckle. “Oh, I like this.”
My heart sinks, because now Vienne knows what Ruelle would do for me, and I have no doubt she will use me as leverage again. Instead of Ruelle’s strength, I will be her weakness, her punishment.
“I crave your forgiveness on his behalf.” Ruelle’s voice is thin, strained.
“Very well,” says Vienne, tapping her chin. “He’ll get ten lashes and a night in the dungeon, and tomorrow you may have him back.”
“Pardon, Highness, but I had hoped to borrow him tonight,” says a voice—Cowen.
Ruelle looks up, surprised.
“You have two thralls,” snaps Vienne. “You can wait to enjoy this one.”
Cowen bows, his medallion swinging against his thick chest. “As you wish, your Highness.”
Vienne snaps her fingers, and guards come forward. They strip me of my chain-shirt, pants, and boots, leaving me with only my black undershorts, the slim gold chains around my hips, my collar and leash, and my bracelets.
I’m dragged away from Ruelle before she can speak to me—not that there’s anything to say. This is Vienne’s mercy.
I was whipped twice during my service in Yurstin’s army—just a few lashes each time, for repeated infractions of impatience and levity. Canings were infrequent at the schools I attended, but I did get my share of them as well—none bad enough to leave scars or dampen my spirits.
I suspect this flogging will be different.
The guards hustle me along corridors I haven’t yet seen, down some uneven stone steps, through a dank tunnel. They shove me into a large cell with wooden stocks in the center, force me to my knees, and latch my arms into the wrist holes. The wood is worn smooth from use, stained dark in a few spots.
I wait on my knees, arms immobilized, my chest heaving with sick anticipation.
“This is a delight,” says one of the guards, a stocky man about my age. “An honor, you might say, gettin’ to flog the Princess’s pretty toy. An enemy captain of Yurstin, no less. Your people have killed dozens of good men and women—people I knew. People I grew up with.” His boot slams into my rear.
“I was stationed at the border for a while,” says the other guard. He’s older, his hair and beard flecked with white. “I saw what your kind does to prisoners from our side. If you ask me, you got it way too easy. Does that Princess of yours torture you like you deserve? ’Cause it don’t look like it.”
When I stay silent, he kicks upward, into my belly. Thank the gods I see it coming and tighten my stomach. The impact still hurts.
“Get the flogger,” says the older guard. “The nasty one.”
Metal scrapes against the wall, and there’s a swish of leather through air. I barely have time to brace myself before my back explodes into a dozen screaming stripes of pain.
I yell, and the older guard bends down, hooting gleefully. “Ah, we got a screamer! I love it when they scream. Again!”
Agony rips through my flesh. This is no standard leather flogger—there’s something embedded in the strips—glass, rocks, metal—I roar again as the third blow descends. I’ve felt pain from battle wounds and broken bones, pain from Ruelle’s knife, pain that left a scar on my chest, but I have never endured this kind of merciless flaying.
My mind is a haze of agony by the end of it, and my throat is raw from screaming. I’m panting, my head hanging as I stare blearily at the straw scattered over the floor.
Someone unlatches the stocks. Drags me from the room by my wrists, my stomach scraping over the stones.
I’m hauled upright and shoved aside against the wall, out of the way. People are passing by me and the two guards—people carrying a body wrapped in a sheet. One arm dangles, a bandaged stump where the hand should be.
The water-wielder, dead as well. Gods, what is happening in this awful place?
I’m hustled on, pushed into a cell, and locked into cuffs spaced far apart on the floor. There’s enough slack for me to stand upright with my arms angled outward, or I can slump on the floor between the chains, which I do. My back is an avalanche of pain.
After throwing a few more insults at me, the guards tromp away. They don’t bother locking the cell door.
A few moments after they leave, lines of golden light slither between the bars of the door, illuminating the cell.
Groaning, I lift my head. “Healer?”
The Healer slips into my cell. “My name is Stefa.”
“Stefa. I’m—”
“Ducayne. I know.” Tendrils of her magic coil around to my back, beginning to knit the torn skin, soothing my pain. Her healing energy hums in the scratches Ruelle left on my cheek, and in the pockmarks from the scorpion-creatures’ feet.
“Who ordered this punishment?” the Healer asks.
“The Princess.”
Her face hardens. “I knew it. Her pity for you last time was an act. She is just as cruel as her sister.”
“No, Ruelle didn’t order it. Crown Princess Vienne did. I was disrespectful to her, and Ruelle had to beg her not to put out my eyes permanently. This was the substitute punishment. You shouldn’t heal me—Vienne will find out. She’ll punish you.”
“Whatever punishment she metes out to me will be temporary. I’m the most valuable Healer in the kingdom. I can mute my own physical pain, and I have nothing else she can take from me.”
There’s an ache in her tone, a distant wound.
“Have you served at Summerglee before?” I ask. “Have you ever seen anything like what’s happening here? All the deaths?”
“I served at last year’s Wintertryst for a week, before another healer took over,” Stefa says. “I healed Nonni after a brutal gang-rape sanctioned by her master. I saw the Crown Princess cut a man’s belly open for spilling wine on her best gown. I stuffed his organs back inside and sealed him up. Then I watched Lady Imrissa cut off a cook’s thumbs and serve them to him in a bowl of chowder, after which I regrew the digits for him so he could keep working. I witnessed the attempted poisoning of Lord Khal. The thrall who tested his food nearly died in his place. I have heard screams in the night, cries for mercy. But no, young thrall—I have not seen so many deaths at one of these events.”
Horror bites into my heart as deeply as the flogger cut into my back. “Ruelle—she wants to fit in with them. She believes she must, to survive.”
The healer releases a grim chuckle. “Perhaps the opposite is true.”
“Do you know something?” I get to my feet, working my back muscles. They feel almost normal again.
“Me? No.” She sighs. “I watch, and I wonder, the same as you. I repair the damage. A good night to you, Captain.”
She glides out of the room.
If she was lying, she’s good at it.
For hours I stand or sit in the cell, so bored I want to scream. It reminds me of hours spent on watch duty, except then I could walk and patrol.
There’s a torch burning brightly in a recess nearby, and I’m glad of it, because in the shadowed corners of the room I can see things moving from time to time. One of the things creeps out far enough for me to see that it’s a shell-rat—a furry, bucktoothed creature carrying the shell of a dead sea-creature on its back. Shell-rats are coastal scavengers and carrion-eaters, but I’ve heard that the ones who live in dungeons develop a taste for live human flesh, particularly toes, ears, and soft dangly parts.
I will not be sleeping tonight.
By angling my hips toward one of my manacled hands, I’m able to unfasten my pants and piss into a far corner of the cell. Not ideal, but wetting myself would be worse.
A scrape and tromp of boots echoes along the corridor, and I tense, preparing myself mentally for more abuse from the guards. At least I’m facing the door, so they can’t see my back. They won’t know I’ve been healed.
When Ward enters, I can barely conceal my shock.
He slinks in, closes the cell door, and props himself against it, staring at me with glassy eyes. He looks like a gaunt, broken puppet that a child forgot to put away. His fingers are quivering so much he can barely hold the hannas stick he’s smoking.
“You’re going to get her killed,” he says.
He must mean Ruelle. “How do you figure that?”
“You have changed everything. When she wasn’t a threat, Vienne was happy to let her be. But when Ruelle claimed you, she showed an interest in power, in building alliances. Vienne is afraid she may try for the throne. And a frightened Crown Princess isn’t something any of us want.”
“Tell that to whoever is murdering thralls and wielders,” I mutter.
“I can protect Ruelle. She can marry me and return with me to our estate. We’ll be far from Vienne there, and she’ll be safe.”
Again I fight to hide my surprise. “Why do you care?”
“She and I share certain propensities, a certain preoccupation with death and the delicate workings of the human body and mind.” Ward takes a long pull at his hannas. “We would get along beautifully. We could study together and expand each other’s knowledge.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Because clearly she is obsessed with you.” He pushes himself away from the door. “She craves you. She prostrated herself in front of Vienne, for you. If you’ll speak to her and persuade her that a match with me is the best thing for all of us, we’ll keep you after the marriage. We’ll never sell you. You can take pleasure with her anytime she desires it. We can be happy, the three of us. Her wealth will rescue my family from ruin, enabling me to work on my cure for the plague. And that could save many lives.”
He approaches me, tucks the end of the hannas stick between my lips. “I’ve been with my thrall Anvel many times,” he says quietly. “I know everything about pleasuring men as well as women. Anything you want, I will do.”
I draw in a deep breath of the hannas. He retrieves the stick and fits his parted mouth to mine as I exhale. His tongue flicks between my teeth, teasing, testing. He tastes bitter, sour—there is a sickness in him that coats my tongue.
When he breaks the kiss, I say, “You’re dying, aren’t you?”
His jaw tightens. “Healers can’t fix me. I may have a decade or so left. That’s why I need her money and her mind to help me finish my work and enjoy my remaining years. Pleasure and purpose. That’s all I hope for. That, and perhaps a touch of vengeance.”
Something glitters in his eyes, sharp and malevolent. But it’s gone the next second.
He runs a hand along my abdomen, my chest. “Beautiful,” he murmurs. “I envy you this body. It would be a pity to see it rot away in death. Speak to your Princess for me, will you?” And with a quick kiss to my cheek, he leaves the cell.
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“Calm? Why should we stay calm?” Luthia’s voice rises to a shriek. Her olive skin looks a shade paler than usual, and her hair is an unfettered tangle. She’s running her fingers through it, over and over, pulling a strand out now and then.
Her thrall Sherad collects her hands in his, trying to stop her, but she shakes him off and shoves him back. “Don’t try to manage me, Sherad! Don’t you understand? We cannot get out of this wretched place! I can’t bear it. You know I cannot stand being trapped. Oh gods. Oh gods…”
“Shut her up, someone, or I will,” snaps Vienne from the couch where she’s lounging.
“Come on then,” Cowen says, beckoning to Luthia and Sherad. “Let’s find Ward. I’m sure he has something nice to settle you down, help you sleep. That’s what you need, isn’t it, dear? A nice sleep.”
The three of them leave the room.
Hennessy and Ethwyn have been standing quietly behind Vienne’s couch. As Luthia’s wails fade, Vienne catches Hennessy by his neck chain and pulls him down to her.
“Kiss me,” she orders. “And you, Ethwyn, come lie on me. Soothe me.”
Ethwyn drapes himself over her, settling his hip between her legs and fondling her breast. She sighs into Hennessy’s mouth while she strokes Ethwyn’s lovely hair.
What a queen, indulging herself while people are dying around her. I can barely restrain a disdainful laugh.
I rise from my own seat and walk to the window, watching purple lightning flash far away over the ocean. Vienne ordered me not to leave her sight. She wants to make sure I don’t go to Ducayne.
I hate my sister so much I can hardly breathe.
Lady Imrissa glides up beside me. Her thrall Gem is at her elbow. “Luthia is touched in the head,” she says lightly. “Imagine pulling out your own hair.” She smooths her glossy black tresses.
“She’s just nervous,” I mutter.
“She’s always nervous. At Wintertryst she could barely function without paper in her hands. Always folding and fiddling.” Imrissa laughs.
I turn, meeting her eyes. They’re black, angular, heavily lined. Her sloping facial structure is perfectly balanced. Exquisite, like her elegant fingers and flawlessly decorated nails. She’s pretty, and she treats Gem well from what I can see. On the surface, she might be a good strategic choice for a friendly alliance.
But she is my sister’s best friend. And no one achieves that position without having a streak of gods-awful cruelty inside them.
“I was wondering,” Imrissa says softly, “if your sole leaning is toward men, or if you might like a taste of Gem sometime. Or Gem could taste you.” She smirks. “And while she’s doing that, you and I could chat.”
“When?” Perhaps I can buy time to think of a diplomatic excuse.
“Now?” Imrissa extends a delicate ringed hand toward the couches scattered around the parlor. Most of the nobles and thralls are playing games, drinking, and smoking, but Bazra is getting head from Nonni, as usual, and Ethwyn has slipped his hand under my sister’s skirts. “See? We could do as they’re doing, and enjoy a little afternoon pleasure. Just the thing to whisk the worries away. And then of course, there’s the orgy tomorrow night, if you prefer to try Gem’s talents then. Though it’s liable to be too noisy for conversation.” She giggles.
“What is it you want to know?” It’s a blunt question, too blunt for the usual court machinations, but I have no desire to pussyfoot around with my sister’s closest confidante. Clearly she wants me off-guard so she can ask me something—probably information my sister has ordered her to extract.
At my direct inquiry, Imrissa’s face hardens. “All right then. No pretense or prettiness with you, I see.” She takes my wrist in her hand, and her fingertips press hard against my pulse. “First question—have you had sex with your thrall?”
“Yes.”
Her eyes unfocus for a moment. “Steady pulse, steady gaze. No lie. Very well—next question. Are you gathering allies to move against your sister?”
“To move against her?” I frown.
“Yes or no?”
“I have no desire for the throne. But I do like to protect myself.”
Her nails are digging into my skin. “Hm. Truth, I think. Good to know.”
I jerk my wrist away. “What are you, her interrogator?”
“Maybe.” Imrissa’s smile is knives and poison. “Gem and I take our allegiance to the Crown Princess very seriously. We consider it our duty to eliminate anyone who represents a threat to her, or to the institution of Summerglee.”
She and Gem are both smiling—so beautiful, so perfect, so deadly.
What my sister did to inspire such devotion in them, I have no idea.
Khal enters at that moment, accompanied by Mala and Yenna. Both of the thralls are half-naked, wearing nipple clamps. They look wretchedly sorrowful, and he seems perturbed.
I hurry over to him, as the most palatable option for companionship in the entire room.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, nodding to the despondent thralls.
“What’s wrong, your Highness? Besides the inexplicable deaths of two thralls, two wielders, and a noble? Gods. What else could happen?” He throws up his hands. “But something else has happened. The girls have mislaid the beautiful headpiece you gifted me back in the royal city. And three of my favorite rings are missing as well.”
Frowning, I sit opposite him at a game table. The polished board is empty, but he takes some carved pieces from a drawer and begins setting them out. His thralls sink dejectedly into kneeling positions on either side of him.
“My maid misplaced a necklace,” I say. “Or at least, I thought she did.”
“Gods, is someone stealing as well as murdering?” he exclaims under his breath. “I swear, Master Thranwright had better get this under control, or his neck will become intimately acquainted with the Crown Princess’s sword.” He sets one of the pieces two squares forward. “Your turn, Highness.”
“I don’t know how to play this game,” I murmur.
Khal’s brown eyes shine sympathetically into mine. “Better start learning to play, Princess. Before you find yourself left without any moves to make.”
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I don’t dare sleep.
I slump on the floor, eyes closing, and then I force myself to get up. I’m exhausted, but if I sit down I’ll doze off, and then the beasties scuttling the corners will come out and swarm me.
Even if the shell-rats chew off my dick, the healer could replace it. But I want this one. The one I’ve had since birth. The one that Ruelle honored with her first time.
Something rattles and clanks far away. Footsteps, coming closer.
The cell door grates open.
Ruelle enters. She’s wearing a color I’ve never seen her in before—a short, sleeveless tunic of rich crimson, slit up the thigh. Nowhere to hide a knife. Her blond hair lies in a loose braid over her shoulder.
“I assume you’ve got the key to these manacles in your panties?” I say.
“No key.” Her torture tone, sinister and seductive. “And no panties.”
My jaw drops. Gods. This woman will be the death of me.
“How late is it?” I ask.
“Vienne kept me in the parlor until past midnight. I learned a new strategy game. And I would have gotten the key if I could, but one of her personal guards has it. I only managed to slip down here now because she went to Bazra’s room. I think she’s planning to make him her consort.”
“Of all the shitty bastards in this shitty kingdom,” I mutter.
“Exactly.” She approaches, wrapping her fingers around the slim gold lead that still dangles from my collar. She tugs it lightly. “I’ve been slacking on your training, thrall. Now is as good a time as any to get in some practice.”
I’m already hard, just from the sight of her, the citrus-and-spice fragrance of her. I want her mouth on my mouth, and I want it now. Patience isn’t one of my strengths. Unfortunately I suspect she has some torture in mind.
She glances down, and her eyebrows lift as she notices my shorts already jutting outward. “So quickly?”
I vent a hoarse laugh. “You should know by now, Princess—you’re my trigger word, my trigger scent, my—my everything.”
The instant the words are out, I slam my jaws shut and look away. Damn it.
Idiot. Showing your cards too soon, Ducayne.
She steps nearer, and in the hitch of her breathing I read what I couldn’t before—she’s nervous. Bold little thing that she is, savage and reactive, she is new to this. She came to me for play, for sex, and now she feels awkward and unsure, especially in the face of my foolish declaration.
“Did they give you anything to eat?” she asks.
“No.”
“I should have brought you food.” She chews her lip in aggravation. “I’m selfish, like you said. I don’t do this.”
“Visit men in dungeons and torment them with your presence? You do that all the time, Highness.”
“No—this. Trying to—take care of someone. Trying to—touch them—when I’m not angry.” She places her palm over my breast, and a shiver runs through me. “I’m no good at it.”
“You could go back to your room.”
“Alone?” She looks so unhappy that I laugh, hoarse and ragged.
“I thought you like being alone, Highness.”
“I do, but—” Her hand travels to my throat. “Your voice sounds different.”
“I screamed for a while this afternoon. See, the guards decided to use a flogger studded with sharp bits instead of a plain leather one. Scooped some nice furrows in my back.”
The darkness that suffuses her face then is more terrifying than any storm. “Which guards?”
“Stefa healed me. I’m all right.”
“Which. Guards.”
“Antagonizing your sister even more isn’t helpful for either of us. Listen, Ruelle—Ward had an idea—he came down here to tell me about it. We’d all get something from it—protection for you, money and partnership for him, and for me—your continued presence.”
I explain Ward’s proposal to her. “It’s a way out of the palace, Ruelle. Away from Vienne. And Ward said he would share you with me, so—”
“So the two of you made a gentlemen’s bargain, is that it?” She pulls my chain tight.
“Nooo,” I say slowly, warily, conscious that I’ve gone wrong somewhere. “I thought if it was the only way—”
“It’s not the only way. But perhaps I should consider it.”
She stalks away a few steps, still holding my chain, and I have to stretch my neck to avoid painful pressure.
"I suppose I should care more about the dead people,” she muses. “Five of them, Ducayne. The other guests are anxious, yes—starting to panic, but they aren’t fully frantic yet, because so far it’s only been wielders and thralls. And Jilleen, of course—but she might have drowned. That’s the frightening thing—all the deaths can be explained away as suicides or accidents. Enzo was found hanging from that light fixture. Maybe he killed himself rather than face punishment from my sister for not being able to control the storm.”
“And the water-wielder? What happened there?”
She shrugs. “They went to check on him, and he was dead. No sign of injury other than his hands being removed. The healer said maybe he died of agony and fear.”
“What about poison?” I ask. “What about—what about Ward?”
“First you want me to marry him, and now you suspect him?” She arches an eyebrow.
Exhaustion and frustration surge inside me, and I answer more harshly than I mean to. “Who says I want you to marry him? I only said it was a way out. Besides, didn’t Cowen ask you for me? Wouldn’t that be awkward—an entanglement with you, me, and both brothers?”
Ruelle glides nearer, green serpentine eyes gleaming into mine. “Why would it be awkward? They share thralls—sometimes at the same time, I’ve heard. Now that I’ve gotten through my first time, I’ve been thinking about the offer Cowen made me—the big blond guy, Anvel. I should give him a try. Or maybe I should begin by pleasuring my future husband, Ward.”
The cords of my arms and neck tighten. Can’t help it. After the events of this day, I have very little emotional control left.
“You don’t like that, do you, thrall?” murmurs Ruelle, dragging her nails down my chest. She swirls them around my right nipple and I groan, tugging at the chains. But I’m already as close to her as I can get with these manacles on. I can’t touch her. She has all the power now.
“Yes,” Ruelle says softly. “I should practice what I’ll do to Ward, shouldn’t I? How shall I begin creating intimacy between me and him? Maybe with something like this?”
She places her lips over mine, and I grin against her mouth, because I know what she’s doing.
She can’t admit what she wants to do to me directly; her pride won’t let her. But this dark fantasy, this ruse of emotional torture—she’ll let her inner vixen out to play if she thinks it’s hurting me.
They twisted her so badly, these people. Her father, her sister—I’m not sure what happened to her mother, but I doubt it’s a pleasant story. My Princess is so damaged inside that she can only feel good through pain. Anything soft, pleasant, or kind is immediate cause for suspicion. She recoils from it, snapping, like a dog who has only ever known blows from human hands.
“Why are you smiling?” she says, pulling back. “Stop it.” And she catches my throat in her hand. Such slender fingers, yet so strong. I drag in a labored breath, and she squeezes harder, shaking me a little with the force of her hold. My eyes roll up and my dick jerks.
Of course she notices the twitch of my cock. “Gods, you’re messed up,” she whispers, relaxing her grip.
“Same to you, Highness.” I lunge forward, desperate for her mouth, and she responds, swaying in toward me, letting me capture her lips. There’s an addictive sweetness to her mouth, a pull richer and sharper than wine, a heady delight better than any blend of Ward’s.
I devour her lips like a starving man, and when she breaks away my displeasure rumbles through my chest.
“You can’t touch yourself, can you?” she says, with a sly smile, nodding at the manacles and chains. She pushes down my shorts, leaving them around my ankles. “I wonder if Ward would like it if I do this?” She touches the tip of my cock. “Or this.” She traces the underside of my length, and it bounces. She fondles my balls, exploring me with a strange blend of inexperience and knowledge.
Ruelle has seen sex many times. She’s no innocent. But she’s unused to touching and being touched. Her sweet, sharp way of approaching intimacy makes my skin tingle with a raw delight that’s nearly unbearable.
I stand helpless, straining, while pleasure snakes through my body at every gentle squeeze and experimental stroke from her fingers.
“What if I did this to Ward?” The Princess sinks to her knees, looking up at me.
My breathing speeds up at the sight of her lovely face, the tilt of her neck, her creamy cleavage, and her mouth, so close to my erection. “Imagine it,” she says. “Imagine me doing this, to him. To Ward.” She licks the tip. “How does that make you feel?”
“You bitch,” I gasp reverently, as the image of her licking Ward’s cock rises in my mind. “I would kill him.”
She smirks and puts me in her mouth.
I’m panting, wild for her, out of my mind. She takes almost my whole length, sucks so hard her cheeks hollow out. Draws back and swirls her tongue around my tip again, before running my length to the back of her throat.
I’m struggling to be quiet. My huffing groans sound more like sobs.
The Princess pulls her mouth off me and wipes her lips with her fingers. “I’d like to cut you, just here.” She draws with her nail on my lower belly, about a finger’s length above the base of my cock. “And here—here—also here.” She touches places on my abdomen, my inner thighs. “I’ll write my name in your skin.” Her fingertips glide along the muscled ledge of my hip.
I groan, shutting my eyes.
Ruelle rises, cups my shoulders, and presses me down to my knees in the straw. She’s gaining confidence. Good.
“When this is over, your Highness, I’m going to punish you,” I tell her hoarsely.
“And how will you do that, thrall?” She cups my jaw, stroking my scruff. I’ve noticed she likes me unshaven.
“I’m going to lick you until you’re quivering on the edge, and then I’ll leave you there, unsatisfied. I’ll do that over and over until when I finally let you come, you’ll nearly pass out from the pleasure.”
She catches me by the throat again, squeezing. “Only if I let you.” But her cheeks are rose-colored, hot and soft. I crave them. I have to kiss them.
“You’ll beg me for it, Princess.” I run my tongue across my lips.
A soft inhale from her, and her blush deepens. She reaches down, wrapping her fingers around my length as I kneel before her.
She holds my cock for a moment, as if she likes the feel of it in her hand. “I would like to use this.”
“Use any part of me. Do anything you want. I’m yours.” I say it fervently, so she’ll know I’m not merely being a dutiful thrall.
“Stay just like that, upright on your knees.” She pulls the crimson tunic off, over her head, and drops it in the straw.
Whenever she is naked before me, I forget every other woman’s body I’ve ever seen. No one exists but her. I can’t picture anything better than those lovely pert breasts of hers, the exquisite swerve of her waist to her hips, the luscious strength of her thighs. I want to nuzzle into the sweet cleft between her legs. My palms itch to run along her beautiful skin, down those perfect calves. Every finger of hers needs to be tucked between my lips, sucked well and then wrapped around my length.
I’m a second away from breaking down before her. Worshiping her, begging her, pleading with her to fuck me.
So of course I try to joke.
“The Second Princess of Thannira, getting naked in a cell that stinks of piss and shell-rats?” I force a grin.
“Shut up, thrall.” She tangles her hand in my hair, jerks my head back, kisses my mouth hard. Her tongue slides softly and wetly over mine. With her other hand she reaches down and rakes her nails across my breast. My cock twitches again, and I whimper into her mouth. Fuck. I’ve never made such a sound in my life.
She pulls back, delight and surprise on her face. And then she turns around, goes down on all fours, and backs herself up to my cock.
“Oh gods,” I breathe. I can see everything. Her round, creamy ass cheeks, the beautiful pink lips between them, and that perfect small slit, shining wet for me.
I can’t touch her. Can’t move forward any farther. This is all her.
She reaches around, tucks the tip of me into her opening. Eases backward, taking me in.
I groan, loud and long, at the exquisite feel of her. She’s so warm, tight, and slippery. And I have no control. Thrills race through my cock, building quickly as she nestles me deeper inside. But I turn my thoughts to dark things, sorrows of my past. I will last as long as I need to, for her.
Ruelle sighs with satisfaction as she settles her bottom against my hips and stomach, impaling herself thoroughly on me. “You feel so good,” she whispers.
“You are divine,” I whisper back.
She braces herself on one toned arm, her fingers tending between her legs. And then she begins rocking forward and back, finding an angle and rhythm that suits her.
Helpless, panting, I let my Princess fuck herself on me. I love the swell of her bottom, and the little divots just above it, on either side of her spine. I love the edges of her shoulder blades, the lithe strength of her arms. I love the way her braid swings as she rocks onto my dick.
“By Arawn,” she moans. “Why do you feel this good inside me?”
“Don’t stop,” I beg.
“Never, never. I won’t ever stop,” she gasps, slamming her rear against me. “Gods, gods—ah, Ducayne, I’m so—I’m—”
“Come on me, beautiful,” I tell her raggedly. “Come on my cock.”
And then I can’t hold back. My balls tighten, and I’m coming inside her, my dick flexing and pumping, sharp ecstasy streaking through my belly. It’s so intense I’m shaking, sweating.
Ruelle shoves herself back again, deep, deep, and as I twitch inside her channel she comes, pulsing around me. Her thighs are quaking, fingers tucked between her legs. She’s squealing my name in a whispered shriek— “Ducayne, Ducayne!”
“I’m here,” I manage, while her body milks me dry.
She tips forward, loose-limbed, with her rear in the air. My cock slips out of her, and I get to see her sex dripping with my release. I want to touch her so badly I can hardly stand it. She needs to be curled up in my arms right now, nurtured and soothed as she settles again. Not that she would let me cuddle her. But I’d try to do it, even if she stabbed me.
“I want you.” The words leak out of me, raw and shaking.
She picks herself up, half-smiling quizzically at me, holding her tunic in front of herself. “You just had me.”
I shake my head, but I can’t explain. I’m afraid to explain. Afraid I’ll scare her away. Afraid she’ll give me to someone else, or sell me. Terrified of pushing my luck too far.
“Ducayne.” She steps closer. “What is it?”
Slowly, heavily I get to my feet. “Could you pull these up for me first?”
Sighing, she tugs my shorts back into place. “Now, tell me.”
The words hover on my tongue. If she would kiss me, maybe she would taste them. Maybe I wouldn’t have to say it.
I open my mouth. And as usual, dumb words tumble out instead of what I meant to say.
“So what happened to your mother?”
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Is he insane?
Why is he asking about my mother after what we just did? My legs are still weak after I fucked myself on him in a stinking jail cell, and he has the nerve to ask about my mother?
“You are an idiot,” I hiss.
“I’m sorry.” He winces. “That wasn’t—what I meant to say. I—”
I slide my tunic over my head and shake it into place around my body. “Stop pussyfooting around and just say it.”
A hint of a smile, because the words are so similar to the first ones he spoke to me. But his smile fades instantly. “I was going to say—um—that you—you still haven’t told me the story of Arawn.”
Fine. If he won’t tell me the truth, I’m done playing games. “You’re an asshole.” I head for the cell door.
“And you’re a beautiful mess.”
Something desperate in his tone makes me pause, with my back to him and the door halfway open.
“You’re a mess,” he repeats, hoarse and unsteady. “And I love you.”
The words rattle my world. They upend everything, a cataclysm of mountains crashing into ravines, oceans raining down upon volcanoes, reefs rising to form brutal, sharp cliffs.
I whirl and I stride back to him, every fiber of my heart singing with aggrieved pain, because he doesn’t mean that—he can’t.
“How dare you.” I slap him, hard, and then I clutch his throat, while my own throat tightens. Tears burn at the backs of my eyes. “How dare you say that to me. You’re a thrall. A slave. We’ve known each other for a mere handful of days, and you have the nerve to—gods, you make me so angry!”
“I see who you are, Ruelle. I understand—”
“No! No. This is what I feared—gods!” I stalk away from him, slamming my fist against the stone wall. “You let someone inside, and they think they own you.”
“That’s not what this is, Ruelle.”
“You’re confusing sex with feelings, you absolute fool. You only think you know me. How could you, really? In so few days? You don’t understand me at all. Maybe you think you can change me, train me, like a thrall, to be the person who suits you, the woman you want to see. No.” Chest heaving, I step nearer and slap him again.
He shakes it off, his handsome face molten, his eyes shining unrepentant. “There’s nothing different I want to see, nothing but the truth of you. You’re sadistic, moody, vindictive, and cruel, and I love you, not in spite of it—because of it. Not because I think you’ll change—don’t you dare. Every jagged shard of your soul is a piece in the beautiful wreck that is my love for you.”
“What are you even saying?” I gasp, my voice tight with oncoming sobs. “That’s the stupidest fucking thing a man has ever said to a woman.”
“Oh really?” He smiles, warm and sweet. “Then why are you crying?”
“I’m not crying.”
I am. Tears are sliding down my face, one after another.
“I wanted you to know,” he whispers. “In case whatever is happening here, happens to one of us.”
“You mean in case we die.”
“Yes. But I would have told you anyway, even if there wasn’t any danger. You can hate me, sell me, kill me. Torture me, if you want—I’ve already spoken my deepest truth. I would kill to touch you right now, to show you how I feel, but I can’t.”
I clutch my chest, hating him for saying those words, those stupid, meaningless, precious words. Turning, I yank open the cell door and stride away from him, along the dank corridor of the dungeon.
When I get to the crooked stone steps, I sit down in the dark, heedless of shell-rats. My chest tightens until I think it will burst, until I have to let out a soundless scream, a silent wrenching sob.
Mine. He’s mine, and I didn’t want him like this, passionate and kind and heroic and loving me. He was supposed to be an attractive pawn, an indifferent object that I could move from person to person as needed. I wasn’t supposed to care how he felt or what happened to him. I wasn’t supposed to feel this delight when I’m with him, this sweetly painful craving, this possessive ache in my soul.
I have never felt this way about anyone—never experienced horror like I did when Vienne nearly put out his lovely dark eyes. I would have given up my own eyes for him.
What does that mean?
Something scuffles in the darkness nearby, and I rise abruptly. Instead of returning upstairs and heading for my suite, I swipe away my tears, suck in a deep breath, and walk back down the corridor to Ducayne’s cell, because I can’t leave him alone in the dark, with the shell-rats.
I’ve become a malleable, spineless weakling.
I slam his cell door open with a bang, and he startles.
“Don’t repeat those words,” I order. “And don’t smile at me, or joke, or say anything sweet, because if you do I will vomit all over you and leave you drenched in the smell all night. And I know you have a sensitive nose.”
He’s fighting to keep his expression serious. And he’s losing.
So I broach the one topic that’s sure to sober him as effectively as it did me. “Tell me about your parents.”
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Ducayne tells me about his father, who left, and about his mother, who ignored or despised him when he did not meet her impossible standards. And I tell him about my mother, who sailed away with a beautiful woman aboard her ship.
“What about this?” I touch the scar over his left breast. “There’s a story here.”
“Ah, that.” His smile is a fragile veneer over an old wound. “My mother was very drunk one night. Came to my room, claiming she would carve my father’s faithless heart out of me. Our housekeeper stopped her before the blade reached anything vital. But my mother refused to let me have a healer. So instead I have this lovely scar, to remember her by.”
“We are so damaged, you and I.” My fingertip traces the puckered flesh. “Do you think your mother knows you were captured?”
“She probably believes me dead. What a relief for her, to finally be rid of her son, the failure.” He gives me a rueful grin.
Gods—I’m feeling things. Very soft things, like wanting to hold him and pet him and comfort him with my body, even as a dark, savage part of me wants to get his mother on my torture table and punish her for the pain she caused her son.
Ducayne is sagging where he sits, his eyes bleary and tired, so I say, “I have another story to tell you. One you wanted to hear—the story of Arawn, god of death.”
“Oh, good,” he says. “Tales of death while I’m chained in this godsdamned stinking cell with the ghosts of prisoners past.”
“No.” I grip his jaw. “Don’t say that.”
“I’m only joking, Highness.” He smirks. “Go on with the tale. Please.”
“Long ago, the gods were born from the eternal essence of the universe. Beirgid, goddess of lust and fertility, came from the pulsing heart of a red star. Aine, goddess of youth and beauty, burst from the sparkling fragments of a yellow star. Macha, goddess of war, broke out of the ruins of two stars that had collided. And Arawn was born from the darkness between the stars.”
Ducayne clears his throat. “So he was born from nothing. What about all the other gods and goddesses? Where did they—”
I press my palm over his mouth and continue. “The other gods were born of stars, and they did not understand Arawn, who was made of the darkness. When the other gods created a world full of living creatures, Arawn cultivated dark plants with thorns and poisons. He said that danger would make the humans and animals live more carefully, and help them value their existence all the more.
“But humans are foolish. And instead of living carefully, or valuing their existence, they became greedy and brutish. One day, twelve men pursued a beautiful stag through the forest, intent on capturing it and taking its horns. At that time, death did not exist, and no human tongue had yet tasted meat. But the men craved the splendid antlers of the stag, and so they dragged it down and began to saw the antlers off. The stag cried out, but the other gods did not like to hear any sound except joy from their creations, and they stopped their ears.
“The stag cried again, and Arawn heard his cry. Arawn sent a wall of poisonous, thorny vines to encircle the twelve hunters. Eleven of them abandoned their prey and tried to escape. Each one was poisoned by the thorns and died. The twelfth hunter cut the whole head off the stag and used the antlers to shove his way through the vines to safety.
“The souls of the eleven hunters slipped from their bodies and circled the thicket of thorns, wailing. When the other gods saw what had happened, they blamed Arawn for causing the first eleven human deaths. They told him he must make a place for the souls to go, where no one could hear their noise. And so he made the land of Unlife, Annwn. Entrances to his world appear as pits lined with writhing black vines, and they appear only in the deepest, oldest forests. The dead pass through these pits into Arawn’s world, where they are judged in his furnace of souls and then sent to their eternal resting place in Annwn.”
Ducayne frowns, turning his head to free his mouth from my grip. “But what about the twelfth hunter? The one who cut off the stag’s head?”
“Patience,” I snap. “That hunter went back to the thicket with an ax and chopped away the vines. He dragged the stag’s carcass to his village and began to burn it—but then he discovered that it smelled delicious, and he tasted some of the meat. He shared the venison with other humans, and they began to look at other creatures, not as their companions, but as prey.
“But Arawn would not let the twelfth hunter’s crimes go unpunished. He transformed the souls of the other eleven hunters into fierce death-hounds with eyes of fire, and together they chased down the one who had taken the stag’s head. While his hounds chewed the last hunter to bits, Arawn himself took the head of the stag and fashioned it into a mask—the mask of the Horned King. By doing so he honored the stag, and he became a symbol of fear and death to all humans who would commit violence.”
I told the dark tale of Arawn well. And I do not appreciate the warm smile that spreads over Ducayne’s face when I’m done. After all, when he told a dreadful tale I was suitably terrified—I mean, affected.
“Why in Arawn’s Pit are you smiling, thrall?” I hiss.
“Because that tale explains everything so perfectly. You worship Arawn not because you are morbidly fascinated with death, but because you feel a kinship with him. He was the outsider among his kind, the one who listened to painful truth when others did not. The one who blended compassion with harsh justice. He suits you so perfectly, Highness.”
“Perhaps I should go on a pilgrimage to find him then,” I growl, settling myself astride his lap. “I’ll beg to be his queen, and you can be my eternal footstool.”
“That might be a problem,” Ducayne says, with a cocky half-smile. “Everyone will wonder why you keep fucking your footstool.”
“I can resist you,” I whisper against his soft lips. “I resisted you for a long time—”
“For a whole handful of days,” he whispers back. “Such a bastion of restraint you are, Highness.”
“It seemed like longer.”
“So much longer.” He kisses me, writhing his hot tongue into my mouth. I welcome it, pressing my breasts to his naked chest. My tunic has ridden up around my waist, and I rub my bare mound against his lower belly, yearning for friction, for pressure.
“Gods,” he gasps. “I’m getting hard again. And so soon.”
“We’ve been talking for hours,” I breathe.
“Have we? The time passed so quickly.” He merges his lips with mine again, and for long moments we do nothing but kiss, and kiss, and kiss deeper. The slick curl of his tongue over mine, the firm pressure of his lips, the heat of his breath—I can hardly inhale, can hardly think through the haze of lust burning through my body.
I lurch off him. Pull him to his feet, tear his pants down. His cock juts out, a bead of moisture glistening at the tip.
“Sit, thrall,” I order, and when he does, I kneel astride that beautiful cock, taking it between my fingers and rubbing its broad head along my slippery folds. The sensation sends a ripple of goosebumps over my skin, and I whimper, I moan, I mew for him.
His breath is quick, desperate, but he lets me use him to tease myself.
“Gods, Ruelle,” he murmurs at last, brokenly. “How are you so beautiful? I—”
Terrified that he’ll repeat what he said earlier, I tuck him quickly inside me and sink down to the hilt.
He barks a hoarse sound of shocked ecstasy, and I grin, snuggling onto his cock. There’s a strange, settled comfort, just having him deep inside me.
Flexing my thighs, I rise, letting his length glide partly out—and then I slam down again. Up and down, a steady rhythm that soon has us both filmed in sweat, panting, surging, moaning, cresting to the peak together—
A voice from the cell doorway startles us both. “I thought I might find you here, my lady.”
I twist around, and it’s Penn, my bodyguard, looking awkward yet grim.
My sex is swollen, hot, pulsing—so close, and I desperately want to keep riding Ducayne until I come, no matter who’s watching. But I force myself to sit still on his cock.
“Has something happened?” I ask Penn thickly.
“Lady Luthia and her thrall Sherad,” Penn says. “Found dead in bed. Strangulation, they say.”
“Fuck,” whispers Ducayne against my neck.
“I have the key for your thrall’s manacles, Highness,” Penn adds, stepping forward. He reaches out with the key, averting his eyes.
I lean back without letting Ducayne slip out of me, take the key from Penn, and lay it aside. “Go. We’ll be up soon.”
Bowing, Penn retreats.
I run my fingers through Ducayne’s silky black hair. “It’s too bad. I liked those two.”
“So did I.”
I tense my thighs and lift upward slightly, feeling his thick length drag through my folds. “We shouldn’t be able to come right after hearing about a double murder.”
“No,” he whispers. “We shouldn’t.”
Sinking deeper onto him, I murmur, “We’re terrible, terrible people. Almost as bad as the others.”
“Not nearly.” His breath is growing ragged again as I slide my body up and down his cock. The sensation of his hard length rushing into my channel, the suction and the fullness of it—nothing else compares.
“Touch your pretty little clit for me,” Ducayne whispers. I tilt back on his lap, and he watches my finger swirl over the tiny bud of flesh. “That’s it. Come all over me, Princess.”
Panting, I play until I’m nearly there, until I’m fluttering around his cock—and then I grip his shoulders and pump myself on him while he groans heavily, desperately. His body tightens, and he comes with a deep moan and a shudder, spilling inside me. I rock inward, still sliding along his cock, and the new angle sends sparkling waves through my belly, waves that build and build until a wall of ecstasy crashes over me. I hitch myself closer to him, locked skin to skin, throbbing and gasping.
And in the throes of pleasure I remember something.
I remember Cowen leading Luthia and Sherad away. Taking them to Ward so Luthia could get something to calm her nerves.
I didn’t see Luthia or Sherad again after that, and no one asked about them. But Ward and Cowen were both around later that night. There’s no proof that one of them suffocated Luthia and her thrall, or even that the brothers were the last to see them. Still, I plan to keep a closer watch on both Ward and Cowen.
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Ruelle and I slip through back hallways to her suite to wash up and prepare for breakfast. The day passes in a strange, smoky sort of panic. Guards march through the hallways, patrolling every corner and corridor on the Crown Princess’s orders. Servants bustle about, carrying trays of refreshments and drinks to occupy the fretful nobles. Thunder cracks and rolls outside, and sheets of rain slam against the shutters.
The Princess and I remain in the parlors and game rooms throughout the day, mostly to prevent anyone from suspecting us in case another “accident” or “suicide” occurs. We play dice, cards, and shuffleboard, and Ruelle tries her hand at the game Khal taught her again. She loses to him five times, which only seems to deepen her intense need to conquer the game.
When Umari complains of missing bracelets, the Crown Princess vows to dismiss every servant that was hired from town, as soon as the weather relents. She is suspicious of the guards, too, specifically those who didn’t come with us from the Royal Seat.
Between the drink and Ward’s concoctions, most of the nobles remain docile enough, and by the evening, a restless lust permeates the air. These guests are of high-born blood, ushered into power and privilege from birth. And they seem anxious to prove their youth and invulnerability by fucking each other.
I understand the impulse. Anytime we were allowed a respite between battles, the other soldiers and I would carouse at taverns, sleep with bar wenches and town girls, and try dramatic stunts like leaping from rooftops or facing off against angry bulls. Those nights often ended badly, but they made us feel alive. We were doing something. Controlling our choices. Something that might not be an option for me tonight, since Ruelle has promised me to Cowen.
Despite my vow of love to her, and our conversation last night, she has said nothing about revoking that deal.
I will do it. I will take what Cowen gives me, and give him pleasure in return. A few hours or less, and it will be over. His alliance with my Princess will be cemented, and perhaps she will consider an even closer alliance—the match with his brother Ward. It is still the best option I can see for our future.
But it’s not my decision to make.
The musicians in the alcove of the parlor begin to play low, sensuous music, while servants bring in pillows, blankets, and soft rugs for the orgy. Lamps are dimmed, candles lighted. Ward offers lines of green powder on a silver tray, promising multiple orgasms to any who sniffs some. Nearly everyone takes him up on the offer.
“I wouldn’t dare take anything from his hand,” Umari whispers to Ruelle. She has cozied up to the Princess again since yesterday—probably because we were out of the palace when the wielders died and either in public company or the dungeon when Luthia and Sherda expired. She must think Ruelle is beyond suspicion now. “Imagine partaking of that mixture so soon after Lombard and Jilleen!”
“I’m not sure Ward’s concoction killed them,” Ruelle answers.
“But it’s likely. As you said, Jilleen took longer to die.” Umari fans herself. “These rooms are horribly stuffy without the wind-wielder to move the air. It’s wretched, simply wretched.” She rises and walks toward the windows.
Ruelle gets up as well and crosses the room to Ward, who is serving Imrissa a bit of green powder. I’m not sure what she’s going to speak to them about, and I’ve no chance to follow and listen in, because Cowen approaches me. He’s wearing a large, loose tunic, satiny purple pants, and his usual gold medallion.
“I’m looking forward to fucking you tonight,” he murmurs, bending down, toying with a lock of my hair. His breath is sharp with wine. “When I’m with a woman, I put her under me and I rut hard. Same with a man. And I don’t use creams to ease the way. Lessens my pleasure.”
Gods, this is going to hurt. “As you wish, my lord.”
Cowen collapses beside me on the couch, laughing heartily. “A joke, my man, just a joke. Of course we’ll use creams for your comfort. But I will be pissing in your mouth. A kink of mine. Hope you don’t mind.”
Shock and shame roar through my body, but then he laughs again. “Another joke. Ah, you’re too fun to play with. No, I don’t believe in the mistreatment of thralls, as some do.” He lowers his voice. “I believe that when a thrall has been ruined past a certain point, the mental damage is irreversible, and then the kindest thing to do is to end their misery.”
His pale blue gaze holds mine while I let his words sink in.
He’s not smiling. Not a hint of mirth in that icy gaze.
“Another joke?” I ask quietly.
“Maybe. Do you think it’s funny?”
My heart is galloping, but I manage to keep my voice steady. “I think the ones who perpetrate the atrocities on their thralls should be punished.”
“On that we agree.” He leans forward, taking my face in his thick fingers and turning it from side to side, as if he’s inspecting my features. “How about revenge, thrall? Do you believe in that?”
“Yes.”
“So do I. If someone laughs at my performance in bed, if they hurt or mock one of my thralls, I’ll get them back. I’ll take something they prize.”
I can’t tell if he’s warning me not to mock his sexual prowess, or confessing to the murders, or owning up to stealing the missing jewelry, or—
He begins to guffaw loudly, leaning back on the couch. “Ah, Captain, you may be a wizard at dice but you are hopeless when it comes to detecting humor! I jest, of course. All in jest. A good joke, is all. Lighten up, my man.” He smacks my shoulder. “Oh, we’re going to have a jolly time tonight, you and I. We’ll stay down here with the others so they can watch me take you. I need another drink and a sniff first—I’ll be back for your fine ass later.” He chucks my chin and ambles off to get his drink.
I pass a hand over my face, sighing.
“Don’t do that. You’re smearing your eye makeup.” Ruelle is back, handing me a teacup. “Test this for me, Ducayne.”
“Tea?” I lift an eyebrow.
“Yes, tea,” she snaps. “I need to settle my stomach.”
“Are you staying for the—” I nod to the room around us, to the people who are slowly beginning to shed their clothes.
“No. You’ll come to me when your duties are done?”
I nod and sip the tea. “This is delicious.”
“Have a few more sips, but don’t drink it all. I’ll be back.”
She’s up again, joining Umari and her pair of thralls. I swallow more tea, wondering if she’s going to ask for one of them to accompany her to her room, even after what we shared in that dungeon cell. Jealousy spikes in my chest, triggering a pulse of nausea in my stomach.
Wait—that’s not jealousy. I feel sick—horribly sick. My gut churns and revolts, pain stabbing through my bowels like knives.
I haul myself to my feet, reeling, and I retch twice. At the sound, the musicians falter, and several heads turn toward me.
Everything slows down. The room is tilting, candlelight and faces whirling past my eyes. The teacup falls from my hands, bouncing softly across the carpet, spewing its contents in a dark splash.
Agony constricts my bowels, pain and nausea roil in my belly. I gag again, then vomit onto the rug.
My limbs give out, and I crash to the floor beside the spatter of my own sick. I’m shaking violently, chills racing over my body. My eyes roll back—I can’t see.
“Poison!” Umari shrieks. “Someone tried to poison the Princess!”
“Get him out of here, and clean that up!” A familiar screech—Vienne.
My head is lifted, tucked into a lap. Cool fingers pass across my brow—Ruelle’s fingers. “Ducayne, can you hear me?”
“Get the healer!” someone else shouts.
But healers cannot reverse the effects of poison.
Chills wrack my body, and I still can’t see, but I manage to find Ruelle’s hand and grip it.
“Better me—than you,” I whisper.
And then I fall into the dark.
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I wake to the sound of a door slamming, or banging open. I can’t tell which—my vision is cloudy. My stomach is still churning, but the pain has lessened, and the chills are gone.
Someone—Meldare, I think—is talking in low, anxious tones. Then a gasp from Ruelle, who seems to be sitting at my bedside. I rub both hands across my eyes.
“He’s really dead?”
“Found lying in the fireplace in his room,” Meldare says. “Face burnt right off. Some say he sniffed and drank too much last night—passed out and fell in the fire.”
“Who?” I drag myself half-upright against the pillows.
“Oh gods!” Ruelle whirls to me, pressing her hands against my cheeks. She inspects my eyes, frowning. “You’re awake! Can you see me?”
I blink. “Yes.”
“You pulled through, thank Arawn.”
“Someone tried to kill you.” My lips and tongue feel thick and slow. “Where did you get the tea?”
“Imrissa’s thrall Gem made it. They offered me some. But they drank from the same pot and suffered no ill effects.”
“Was it already poured when they offered it to you?”
“Yes.”
“They must have poisoned it after pouring and made sure you took the right cup.”
“But why—unless my sister—” Her face falls, sinking into an expression of gloomy understanding.
She has feared her sister for years, that much I know. But perhaps she didn’t truly believe Vienne would try to kill her until now.
“Maybe they did it without Vienne’s approval,” she says.
“Maybe.” I push myself further upright. “Princess, I need to tell you about a disturbing conversation I had last night with Cowen, before the poisoning incident. He said some odd things. I believe he knows something about the murders—either he is committing them, or he’s partial to the person who is, and understands their motives. We need to—” But I stop at the look on her face. “What is it?”
“Cowen is dead,” she says. “He was found partly burned in his bedroom fireplace this morning. They put the body in the ice-house until the storm abates. That’s where the wielders are, too, and Luthia and Sherad.”
Ruelle looks up at Meldare, who is hovering by the door of the suite. “You can go now.”
“Of course, my lady, but if it pleases your Highness—we’re a bit nervous, the guards and I.” Meldare’s fingers writhe anxiously. “Scared for you of course, Princess, but for all of us, you know. This place—it’s got the mark of death for sure. We can’t stay here while people keep dying one by one.”
“Has Vienne sent anyone else out to check the bridges and fords?” Ruelle asks.
“A few guards, my lady. They haven’t returned.”
“So either they were washed away by a flood, or they decided taking their chances with the weather was better than reporting back to this death-trap.”
Grimacing, Meldare nods.
“You’re sleeping in a little room down the hall, beside the guards’ room, yes?” says Ruelle. “Stay there with the door locked unless I call for you. Ducayne and I will remain in here, with my bodyguards outside, until all this is sorted out.”
“I suppose the orgy continued without us?” I say cheerfully. “How sad.”
Meldare gives me a faint smile. “It did continue, yes. I’ve heard some hard things about it from the other servants. That poor girl Nonni.”
She doesn’t volunteer any further information, and neither Ruelle nor I press for details. Knowing Bazra’s perverse taste in pleasure, the story Meldare heard can’t be anything good.
When the maid leaves, Ruelle turns back to me. “You are forbidden from dying, thrall. Do you understand?”
“I’ll do my best to avoid it.”
She rises abruptly, pacing the room. “This is madness. So many dead, and not a single solid clue as to the perpetrator! Just suspicions and questions.”
“After what Cowen said to me, I thought it might be him, but now—” I sigh. “Ward, maybe?”
“Maybe. But why would he kill his own brother?” Ruelle chews her lip. “My sister isn’t doing a thorough investigation. She’s leaving it all in the hands of Master Thranwright, who is either incompetent or in league with the killer.” She paces again, then whirls on me. “Are you feeling well enough to be left alone for a bit?”
“I am, but—”
“I should go to Ward. Express my condolences for his brother and feel him out about the murders. Maybe Ward wanted Cowen out of the way so he could be the sole heir to what little his family has, or to simplify the making of a match between him and me. And even if he is innocent, even if Cowen’s death was an accident—I should go speak to Ward because he was kind to me. That is what people do, isn’t it—express condolences after a friend has suffered a loss?”
I try not to smile because she might think I’m mocking her, when in reality I am simply charmed by her energy, her spirit. She is adorable and terrible at the same time. Irresistible.
“Take your knives, and a bodyguard,” I tell her. “And be careful.”




31

[image: ]
I’m not the comforting type, so I’m not sure what I’ll say to Ward when I find him. What does one say to a man whose brother saturated himself with mind-addling substances and then keeled over into a fireplace?
I’m sorry your brother was such a fool. He had a nice dick. Altered, I’m told. Any idea who changed it for him? No? Did you kill him? Ah good. I was afraid you might have. Well… may he rest in Arawn’s arms.
None of that is appropriate. Except maybe the last sentence.
I’d rather be strapped to a torture table and given a hundred tiny cuts than do this thing. But as the Second Princess, a friend of Ward’s, and possibly his future match, I need to make an appearance and express my condolences. And perhaps also accuse him of murder so I can gauge his reaction. If only I could lay him out on a table and apply just a little bit of delicate pain! The answers would come so easily then.
I take Penn with me as an escort, leaving my other bodyguard to watch over Ducayne while he recovers. Ducayne had a difficult time last night. For a few hours I was afraid I’d given him too much of the poison. But when Ward and I spoke about poisons on the beach, he was very specific about lethal amounts versus debilitating doses; and I followed his instructions to the letter when I tampered with the tea. Not a lethal dose, but enough to make my thrall violently ill.
Perhaps it was cruel of me to put Ducayne through that agony. His interlude with Cowen probably would have taken less time and been less painful than his recovery from the poison. But I couldn’t bear the thought of giving up his gorgeous body to be used by someone else.
He would have gone through with the tryst, for me, but he didn’t want to do it. And since I was too proud to go back on my tentative agreement with Cowen, this was the only way. A fake assassination attempt, to gain me sympathy and banish any lingering suspicion, and to keep my thrall out of Cowen’s bed.
Ducayne made it through the effects of the poison. And now Cowen is dead, so there is no bargain to fulfill.
After inquiring among the servants, I’m told that Ward is in his chambers, near the end of a long second-floor hallway. When we finally locate the suite, I’m surprised to see that there is no guard outside, and no servants to be seen.
“Wait out here,” I murmur to Penn, and he nods, taking up a post beside the door.
I knock sharply.
Within seconds, the door opens, and Ward’s hollowed face and swollen pink eyes peer out. “Your Highness,” he whispers. “Come in.”
Cautiously I step into his room, placing a hand against my side so I can feel the comforting stiffness of my corset and its hidden knives.
Ward’s suite is thick with smoke, a haze through which the fireplace is a barely-discernible glow. He coughs, stumbles against a chair, and nearly collapses on the rug.
“Can I—get you something?” he rasps.
“Please don’t trouble yourself. I came to express my sympathy. About your brother.”
“The fireplace.” Ward drops into an armchair, and I take one nearby. “He burned to death in his own fireplace—passed out so hard that he didn’t even feel the flames.”
“Or someone killed him first, then dumped him into the fireplace.”
Ward’s swollen eyes blink at me, and tears overflow. Perhaps I should not have said that quite so bluntly.
“I don’t know what I’ll do without him,” Ward says faintly, reaching for a smoking hannas stick in a glass dish. “He was the strong one, the healthy one. Our parents will be heartbroken. And I can’t even tell them because of the godsdamned weather! They put my brother in the ice-house, Ruelle. In the ice-house.” Another tear tracks a path along his cheek.
I am a decent judge of extreme human emotion—I’ve seen it all on the torture table—and Ward seems genuinely distraught. I can’t imagine him murdering his brother. What if it was a strange and terrible accident?
“Please, will you have a smoke with me? Please?” Ward’s gaze is bleary, pleading. “I need someone—no one else has come by today, except a servant to tell me that the Crown Princess is looking into Cowen’s death. As if that will do any good.”
He coughs and sags back into his chair, setting the hannas stick to his lips. They’re nice lips, thin and pliant, a match for the sharp, ascetic beauty of his face. When he passes me the hannas, I indulge him by taking a few hits before handing it back.
The effect is immediate. A thick veil drops over my brain, blurring my sight, and the room begins to tilt, slowly, terrifyingly, until I think I might slide along the slanting floor and hit the wall. But my chair doesn’t move.
“Ward.” My voice sounds garbled, as if I’m underwater. “What’s in that hannas?”
“I don’t share this blend with anyone,” he says. “Not just hannas or cinnar, my dear, but the best of both. It’s my orgasmic memory-melter. Gives you pleasure, helps you forget—about Cowen, about the others, about all of it. Only for a little while. I haven’t figured out how to make the memory erasure permanent.”
“But—I don’t take anything stronger than hannas.” I blink, trying to clear the swirling black haze from my eyeballs. I clasp the chair’s armrests with both hands and attempt to pull myself up—at least I think I do. Maybe I’m not exerting any force at all. Or maybe the chair is sucking me back in, like a hungry mouth.
My laugh is slow, warped, shriller than usual. I try to stop laughing, to call out—call for whom? I can’t remember the name of the person I wanted.
And then colors bleed into the haze—beautiful spirals of the most exquisite color, separating into tendrils, weaving intricate patterns. I watch them, dazed. I can taste each distinct hue. They sparkle on my tongue, one crisp delight after another, while my nerves thrill unbearably. My sex tingles, tiny thrills racing through it, glittering along my spine, intensifying until I come hard, with a rush of more glorious colors—and I never touched myself.
Ward laughs while I gasp and quiver in the chair. “More?” He offers me the stick again.
I think I shouldn’t, but there’s no clear reason to latch onto. I can’t make my mouth form words of protest.
Ward leans over, shoving the end of the stick into my mouth. I try to hold my breath, but he pinches my nose until I can’t help inhaling more.
Color explodes through my brain while I stare, entranced. I’m motionless, helpless—paralyzed to the orgasmic bliss coursing through my body. Climax after climax surges through me, while dimly I can hear Ward sobbing, then gasping, then laughing.
Sometime later, in the wavery haze, I realize that I’ve stayed much too long. Ward and I are still in the chairs, side by side. The front of his pants is wet. My thighs are slick and trembling, and I’m coated with sweat, my hair damp and matted.
When he waves the stick toward me again, I push it away.
“Don’t be like that,” he says. “Think of how it could be—the two of us, married, studying and experimenting by day and then indulging in the wildest pleasures afterward. You and me and Ducayne, naked together every night, smoking this brilliant blend until we pass out from powerful orgasms. Not such a bad way to exist.”
“I need to leave.” I shape the words carefully. “Need to go. No one can see me—like this.”
“I have a balcony,” Ward tells me, and I listen hard because it’s so difficult to grasp words. “Walk along the balcony, open the door. That’s Cowen’s room. It exits into a different hallway.”
I manage to get to my feet. Gripping the furniture, I stumble toward the drapes along one side of Ward’s room. When I push them back, there are windowed doors and sheets of gray rain against a roiling black sky.
Reeling, I find a handle. Push a door open.
A blast of cold, rain-misted wind strikes my face. Under its bracing influence, I haul my scattered thoughts together and make a plan.
Walk along the balcony. Go into Cowen’s room. Exit by the back hallway so Penn doesn’t see you like this. Find somewhere to sleep it off so Ducayne won’t know.
After closing Ward’s door behind me, I sidle along the rain-slicked stone of the long balcony, toward the door that leads to Cowen’s room. I feel wretched, soiled somehow. My drug-addled brain can’t work out whether I’ve done something wrong, or if wrong was done to me.
How many doors have I passed? Gods… did I lose count? Which door was Ward’s? Did only two rooms open onto this balcony, or more?
I venture toward the balustrade, planning to lean over it and wet my face in the rain. Maybe that will clarify my thoughts.
My palms press against the wet stone. I begin to lean outward, but the world is tilting again, turning watery. No colors this time, only rain-streaked darkness.
A muffled squeal from behind a door. I turn, listening.
A thump, and another squeal.
Shaking my head, I make my way toward the sound.
It’s coming from behind a door whose handle won’t turn, but the lock is rusty, so I wrench harder and it gives way. A thumping crash from inside the room covers the sound of my entrance.
As the door opens, my mind tries to take in what I’m seeing.
Lord Bazra, gagged and bound to a chair. A corkscrew device encircling his genitals, squeezing them so tightly it looks as if something might pop.
His thrall Nonni, also bound, but she has tipped her chair over, and her gag is askew. Someone is kneeling beside her, bent over her, fiddling with the gag.
The kneeling person is stocky, with gray-sprinkled hair—
He looks up at me.
Master Thranwright. The Manager of Festivities.
At first I think maybe he’s trying to help Nonni, maybe remove her gag.
And then, with a grunt of frustration, he draws a broad-bladed knife from his belt and slices her throat, ear to ear.
Bazra roars into his gag.
Master Thranwright steps over to him and opens his throat as well. The blood has barely started spurting before I’m gone, running back along the balcony. I yank open a door—any door—it leads into a dark, empty room. I stagger through it, throw open the door beyond—a hallway. I run along it, shaking, sweating—but the hallway seems to lengthen as I go—impossible, interminable, stretching on and on. I glance back once, but no one is following me.
Murder. Murder. I saw him—the murderer.
I pelt down a set of stairs—I’m on the first floor now. No servants. They’ll be laying low or staying in groups today, scared out of their minds like everyone else.
My brain is still spiraling, the aftereffects of the hannas skewing my thoughts and tearing at my emotions. I choke on a sob and run faster.
I break out into one of the larger gathering rooms, dodge past startled servants, skirt around tables—and race up to my sister where she sits in a throne-like armchair.
She looks up, eyeing me with vague, icy interest. “What’s all this, Ruelle?”
“I’ve seen him,” I gasp. “I’ve seen the murderer. He—he killed Bazra and Nonni. Just now. Cut their throats with a big knife.”
Vienne is on her feet, white-faced. “What?”
“It’s Thranwright,” I sob. “Master Thranwright, the Manager of Ceremonies. He killed Bazra and Nonni—I thought he might kill me, and I was running—”
But my sister’s face is changing, her mouth curling into a cold sneer. She sinks into her chair again. “Have you taken any of Ward’s blends today?”
“What? No. I mean, yes, but that has nothing to do with—”
“Look.” Vienne points to someone standing a few steps away. Well, not standing, exactly—he’s bound to a wooden frame, his arms and legs stretched to their limits, his paunchy frame slicked with sweat. He’s naked, a fuzz of gray hair encircling his privates.
It’s Master Thranwright.
“He’s been here for the past hour, suffering the consequences for not finding me answers,” Vienne says. “So he couldn’t have killed anyone. You hallucinated the whole thing. That’s what happens when you take a full dose of cinnar without easing your way in.”
“No.” I scrunch my eyes shut, shaking my head. “I know what I saw. Bazra and his thrall are dead.”
Vienne gestures to one of her guards, a stocky young man with cruel eyes. “Go and find the Lord Bazra. Ask him to come here.”
He bows and hurries away.
My limbs are trembling. I sink into a chair, digging my fingernails into the crescent-shaped marks I made in my palm the other day. They’re not fully healed, and they open easily, flushing my system with pain.
I’m sure I saw Thranwright kill Bazra and Nonni. It was him. Same heavyset frame, brown hair flecked with gray, strongly hewn features.
I uncurl my fingers. They’re quivering uncontrollably, and Vienne notices. “Look at you,” she says scornfully. “You’re a mess, from one hit of cinnar. Pathetic. You couldn’t even hold one of your precious little knives right now.”
She keeps berating me for a while, then goes back to taunting Thranwright while sipping wine and playing cards.
Under my dress, I’m grimy with sweat, and my inner thighs feel sticky from the liquid arousal that has dried there. Guilt clutches my heart, but I know what happened in Ward’s room wasn’t my fault. I didn’t know I was smoking a cinnar blend. I didn’t mean to take the extra hit—I was too dazed to push Ward away. He did that to me. Didn’t assault me, but gave me a substance against my will, one that forced me to orgasm.
I hate him. I will end him, if the killer doesn’t get him first.
And Ducayne—what would he think? Would he believe me, that it wasn’t my choice?
I grind my fist against my forehead, scrunching up my eyes. Why do I feel compelled to tell him about it at all? He’s my thrall, not my husband. Not my lover.
Gods, that guard is taking a long time to check Bazra’s room.
What if I did imagine it all? Maybe the guard is talking with Bazra, explaining what happened, having a laugh at my expense.
Maybe I should return to my rooms and sleep off the rest of that wretched blend.
I’m about to rise and totter out of the parlor when the guard Vienne sent charges back into the room, his eyes wide and his face taut with fear.
“Your Highness!” he shouts. “The Lord Bazra and his thrall—they’re dead.”
Silence captures the room. The shuffle of playing cards, the murmur of voices, the glug of drinks and the hum of music—all of it stills.
For a moment my sister doesn’t react.
She remains motionless as stone.
Then her head turns, very slowly, toward me.
“You did this.” Her voice is ice and bone. “You killed the man I planned to have as my consort. First you took the thrall from me, and now this. You will die for it, you insidious wretch.”
“I didn’t do this.” I lift my shaking hands. “You said it yourself—I couldn’t have held the knife.”
She stares at me a moment longer, then turns back to her guard.
“Bring everyone in the house to this room,” she says calmly. “Everyone. Servants, cooks, stable boys, guards, nobles, thralls, every fucking soul. Right here. To me.”
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The parlor is crowded with people. Every maid and manservant in the place, all the thralls, stable-hands, noble guests, and guards. My sister’s personal guards stand around her chair, and she has ordered other guards, including mine, to block all the exits.
Her sword lies naked across her lap, and her long fingers tap the blade.
“You all know about the murders,” she says. “You know that some fiend has destroyed our wielders and trapped us in this house in order to slay us, one by one. The latest casualty is my beloved Lord Bazra, who was to take his place as my consort within three months.”
Ducayne shifts in his place at my feet and glances up at me. I can read his expression clearly. You were right. Did you know it would be that soon?
I shake my head slowly.
He cocks his head, his gaze penetrating mine, and my pulse quickens. He’s asking if I’m all right, and I’m not. I’m not.
I avert my eyes from his.
“I have been remiss in my investigations of this matter, leaving it in the hands of others,” Vienne continues. “I relied on people who were supposed to be keen and trustworthy. But they failed me.” She rises, setting the sword-tip against the tiles. “No longer will I leave this responsibility to incompetent fools. My investigation begins now, with the elimination of suspects.”
She nods to her personal guards, and they begin moving through the crowd—to collect suspects, I assume, for questioning.
And then—the scrape of metal on leather, swords whipping from their sheaths. The horrific squelching sound of blades punching into guts and chests. Crunch after sickening crunch.
Screams erupt through the room, but my sister’s voice carries over it all.
“Be at peace, nobles and thralls. Only the servants are being removed.”
No. No, no—Meldare—
I lurch to my feet, still unsteady from the effects of the cinnar. Ducayne rises, catching my waist, but after a night of poison, he’s not at his full strength either.
“Meldare!” I cry, but my voice is submerged in the shrieks and groans of the dying servants as they are slaughtered at my sister’s command. The smell—gods, the smell—
Ducayne is heaving great breaths, his pupils dilated. He’s been in battle. He saw his soldiers killed, all of them. This must be an even worse horror for him. He’s swaying on his feet, his gaze unfocused.
“Ducayne.” I clutch his arms. The rapidity of his breathing scares me. “Hold onto me. Don’t look.”
He shakes his head, over and over, muscles rigid, jaw clenched.
Where is Meldare? I have to find her, to protect her—
But it’s already done. Bodies, bodies everywhere, blood pooling across the fine carpets and painted tiles, blood splashed on the walls and the game tables, blood spattering the suits and gowns of the nobles, drenching the feet of their thralls.
And then I see Meldare, slumped over another servant’s body. Her eyes are sightless, and her chest gapes from the slash of a sword. Penn’s sword. He’s standing over her, wiping the blood from his blade with the hem of her skirt.
He lifts his eyes to mine, a mild regret shining in his gaze. He is a little sorry. But he is also loyal to my sister, above me.
I will kill him.
My knives, my knives—I need my knives.
I’m wearing the corset with the hidden blades, but I don’t dare draw them openly. I turn, hiding one side of my body against Ducayne, and I begin easing one of the tiny daggers out of its secret sheath. Once it’s out, I press my hand into my skirts, concealing the blade among its folds.
Gods only know what my sister has planned next. Ducayne has no weapons, and I need to protect him. I will defend this man’s life with mine. And I will look for a chance to kill Penn.
Vienne lets out a sigh of relief. “There now,” she says. “For those whose favorite servants were just disposed of, my deepest condolences. Your thralls will serve you in all ways until we can leave the palace. And now, the next phase of the inquiry.” She lifts a hand to her personal guards and they act immediately, turning their swords on some of the other guards.
“We are eliminating anyone hired locally,” says Vienne. “Your personal bodyguards will be spared.”
No one challenges her. Two of the noble women seem to have fainted—they lie in the blood while their thralls try to revive them.
My sister stalks over to the trembling Master Thranwright, and drives her sword into his gut. She wrenches it back and forth before pulling it out. As he expires with a groaning gurgle, she walks over to the healer, who stands with her head down.
“Wait.” The word bursts out of me. “We need her.”
Vienne whirls, narrowing her eyes at me.
“She’s from home, from the Royal Seat. And we need her, in case the killer is still alive. Someone might need healing.”
“I’m aware, Ruelle,” Vienne snaps. “I was not planning to end her. Keep silent.”
She passes by the healer and continues walking around the room, stopping in front of the occasional guard, thrall, or noble to peer into their faces. Her sword drips blood and bile onto her gown, onto the floor.
“Ward,” she says suddenly. “You have concoctions that can make people more prone to truth-telling, yes?”
Ward is shivering in a chair, a collection of bones and misery. He’s still wearing the pants that he soaked with his release during the drug-induced ecstasy.
“Truth-telling?” he manages, white-faced. “I—um, I—”
“Do you or not?” she shrieks.
His lips tremble. “Y-yes, Your Highness.”
“Fetch your potions now. Prepare them. Everyone who remains will be given a dose and questioned.” She wrinkles her nose. “But not in this room. Guards, move everyone to the east parlor.”
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The east parlor has a long row of windows that open onto the veranda. Since all the servants are dead, thralls take on the duties of lighting the candelabra and drawing back the curtains. Though it’s nearly noon, it’s black as night outside, and the rain continues to pour down, unrelenting, thundering against the sloped roof of the veranda.
Vienne directs the remaining guards to stand at every entry door. Among them are the pair who dragged me to the dungeon at her request—the stocky one and the graying one. They are part of her personal retinue, so of course they survived. Disappointing.
Ruelle’s bodyguards are still alive, too, stationed far from us. They’ve abandoned all pretext of loyalty to Ruelle. In this place, it’s obey Queen Vienne or die, and they know it.
The guards don’t block all the windows, so I maneuver myself and the Princess toward a window near the corner of the room. If another slaughter begins, I can break the glass and drag her outside. We can run.
At least, I hope I can run. My belly is still churning from the effects of the poison last night, and my limbs feel weaker than usual. Back there, in that room of death, I could barely hold myself together. I kept seeing visions of my last battle, when my fellow soldiers were dying around me. When we finally surrendered, and we were all kneeling, weaponless—they were cut down around me, every single survivor, toppling like wheat before a scythe.
I kept the horror of that moment buried for days. But it wasn’t gone, it was only crouching in the shadows, waiting, ready to crawl up my throat and suffocate me.
Just my luck to be only half a man when the Crown Princess goes completely insane.
Her thralls have been lingering near her, quiet and docile, probably terrified of incurring her wrath. The other nobles have been silent, too, but now that we’re shut into a different parlor that reeks less of death and blood, their tongues are unleashed.
“Your Highness,” Khal says. “I must protest these extreme measures. I have lost three beloved servants today—”
“We all lost someone today!” Vienne snaps. “Hold your tongue. When I want your advice, I will ask for it.”
Umari is sandwiched between her thralls, holding them around their bare waists—not protectively, but defensively. I have no doubt she will use them as human shields if the need arises.
Imrissa clutches Gem’s hand, her red lips tight. “Illustrious Princess,” she ventures. “Are you quite sure that a truth-telling blend is the right way to—"
“The future king is dead,” Vienne barks. “I will find his murderer, and I will find them now. Everyone will partake of the truth blend, or die on the spot. The most daring game of ‘Risks or Questions’ we have ever played, yes?” A savage grin spreads over her face. “Ah, here is Ward with our supplies. I was beginning to think we would have to wait all day.”
“Apologies, Highness. Even with the healer’s assistance, it took time to prepare these.” Ward looks paler than ever, and his voice wavers. He and the healer begin handing out the papery sticks of blended herbs to everyone.
“Ugh, these sticks are damp,” complains Umari.
“Apologies,” says Ward again. “We added drops of the truth elixir. Please partake.”
Getting the elixir-dampened sticks to light proves to be trickier than usual, and for a few minutes I fear Vienne might explode and kill us all, eliminating any threat to herself. But one by one the guests, guards, and thralls manage to light theirs and draw a deep lungful of the smoke.
The healer comes over to me and Ruelle. She takes two sticks from her pocket and hands them to us, then moves on.
Vienne’s thrall Ethwyn approaches us next, holding a long match for the lighting of our sticks.
“I am sorry about your maid, Princess,” he whispers.
Ruelle nods curtly. “Look out for yourself, Ethwyn.”
He gives her a faint smile. “That is not the role of a thrall. But you—” he glances from her to me— “You two, be careful, and protect each other. I have never seen her like this.”
Ruelle nods as he lights her stick. Hers doesn’t seem to be as damp—it ignites at once. She stares at it, her throat bobbing as she swallows.
“You have to smoke, Highness,” I murmur.
“I know, but I—” She casts a look at Ward. There’s fear in that look—fear and shame.
After she left to give him her condolences, she was gone for three hours. I tried not to think what she might have been doing with him during that time. In the dungeon she made it clear that she does not love me. That there is no future in any love between us.
Perhaps she wasn’t really joking when she spoke of practicing on me to prepare for Ward. Perhaps she fucked him this morning, while I lay in our bed regaining my strength. But if the experience was pleasant, why does she look at him with such apprehension? Why is she so reluctant to smoke the stick in her hand?
I touch her back gently. “Ruelle.”
She startles hard, staring at me with wide eyes. Her pupils are oddly dilated.
“Did he give you something this morning, when you went to see him?” I ask under my breath.
Her jaw tightens, and she nods once.
My pulse kicks up. “Did he hurt you?”
She hesitates, biting her lip, then shakes her head. “Not like you’re thinking.”
“Doesn’t matter what I’m thinking,” I growl. “He’s done for.”
Her eyes spark, fire returning to her gaze. “Not if I kill him first.”
With another nod, she lifts the stick and inhales. I lean in, touching the end of my stick to hers. Mine lights quickly too, and I fill my lungs with the warm, crackling smoke.
A truth-telling blend holds no terrors for me. I have no secrets left, except perhaps a few about military posts along the border. Not that I care if those are disclosed.
But my body is still unsettled from the poison, and as the blend coils in my lungs, it triggers a cough, which is much too close to a gag. My stomach roils, and I gulp back nausea.
I can’t vomit in here. I need to control myself.
I step closer to the windows. I can’t open one without drawing the attention of Vienne and her guards, but the air seems fresher here. I rest my forehead against the cool glass.
This close, I can see outside a little. I can discern the line where the rain has slanted under the overhang and darkened the floor of the veranda. Chairs and tables lying empty in the cold gloom. And I can see something else, the naked form of a man lying near the window, face upturned, eyes vacant—
My stomach drops.
It’s the younger of the two guards who flogged me.
He is lying outside on the veranda.
And he is also standing by a door on the other side of the room.
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I don’t want to spill any truths, especially not about what happened in Ward’s suite—but I inhale the truth-blend smoke anyway, because I can feel Vienne’s eyes on me.
I will give her no excuse to kill me or my thrall.
When she sees the smoke curling from my lips, her gaze moves on, traveling the room. Everyone is smoking now. For the thralls and guards, it’s a rare privilege, and for the nobles, it’s a familiar, soothing habit.
I inhale again, glancing at Ducayne, who has moved away and is leaning against the window. He looks terrible. He should be in bed resting after what I did to him. He shouldn’t have to endure the murderous vagaries of my power-mad sister.
Suddenly Ducayne straightens. His hand snaps out, closing around my wrist, a death-grip. It’s my knife-arm, the one I’m trying to keep behind me so Vienne doesn’t see my weapon.
“What?” I snarl.
Ducayne turns, and a deadly chill snakes along my spine at the look of shock and horror on his face. Silently he jerks his head toward the window. He steps aside so I can sidle closer to it and look out.
At first I see nothing. Rain, and tables, and darkness. And then, something—a shape, a man—one I recognize. A bodyguard of Vienne’s, the one who went to check on Bazra and brought back news of his death. The stocky one with the cruel eyes.
But all her bodyguards are accounted for. They’re all standing in the room with us right now. Including the one with the cruel eyes—though as I examine him, I realize that he isn’t wearing his typical malevolent expression.
I’ve seen this particular man numerous times at the Royal Palace back home. Never paid much attention to him—he was simply one of my sister’s personal guards.
The healer is standing near him, handing him a hannas stick from her pocket, not from the tray she’s carrying. Strange—she gave Ducayne and me sticks from her pocket, too… not from the tray…
“The interrogation will begin,” my sister announces. “Guards, bring my sister and her thrall forward first.”
Two guards approach us, seizing our arms. Both of them have hannas sticks clenched in their teeth, smoke curling around their heads like claws.
“Wait,” I say. “Look out the window! On the veranda—there’s a copy of one of your guards, Vienne—something’s wrong—listen to me, for once in your life!”
“You’re not making sense, little worm.” She grins as the guards drag us nearer to her.
But the guard holding me falters. Sways. Pitches forward, and her body crashes to the floor with a sickening smack, her hannas stick rolling across the dark glossy tiles.
The guard pulling Ducayne along is struggling too—choking, wheezing, reeling.
Not just them—everyone. Everyone in the room is gulping, gasping, clutching their throats, rocking on their feet, and toppling—one by one by one.
They’re seizing and spasming like Lombard did. Bloody foam bubbles from Imrissa’s red lips, while her thrall Gem crawls on top of her, crying, shaking, trying to get to the door. Penn sags against the door he’s guarding, then slides to the floor. Khal collapses with his two girls, all of them twitching, all of them foaming at the mouth. The parlor is carpeted with moaning, jerking bodies—not in the throes of pleasure this time, but in the grip of death.
The hunters, transformed into prey, speared on the thorns of Arawn.
Only a few of us are left standing.
The healer. The bodyguard. My sister.
Ducayne. Ward. And me.
Ducayne staggers a step away from me and vomits hard, splattering the bodies of two lords, Bazra’s friends.
My stomach does not react. But my heart pounds steadily, my blood pumps warm and rich through my veins, and my nerves are glowing. I am calm. I am ready for whatever happens next—Arawn’s gates, or the truth. A truth that is so close I can nearly taste it.
“Ward,” gasps Vienne. “What have you done?”
“N-nothing.” He falls to his knees between Anvel’s massive body and Zurai’s curvaceous one. Both motionless now. Both leaking blood from their mouths. There’s a horrible stench, too, as bodies all over the room begin to release their contents in death.
“I didn’t do this,” Ward repeats. “It wasn’t me. It wasn’t.”
My sister’s bodyguard approaches her, moving as if he plans to protect her—but instead he rips her sword from her limp hand and plunges it into her stomach. Her body caves in on itself. She stares at the sword, her mouth working soundlessly.
I scream then. Because I hate her, but she is—she has always been there—she—
I run forward, knife in hand, and I plunge it into the bodyguard’s back. Right between two joints of his spine.
He yells in a voice that’s strangely familiar, a voice that shouldn’t be his.
I jerk out the knife and prepare to stab again.
“Stop!” The healer is upon me, clawing at my hands, pulling me off him. “Stop, Highness! It isn’t what you think.”
Whirling, I catch her by the neck, my tiny blade poised over her carotid artery. “What is it, then?” I hiss. “Tell me.”
“Let me heal him, and I will,” she gasps.
“Heal her first.” I point at Vienne.
But the healer gives me such a look—not sympathy, but a deep, icy understanding that filters down to my very bones.
“Heal her?” she says quietly. “Are you sure you want me to?”
A lump settles in my chest, weighing me down. I hear the scrape of blade on bone, the wet slice of swords through flesh, the screams of dying servants and hired guards. I see Vienne driving her sword into Master Thranwright’s belly. Pressing her hand on Nonni’s head, making the red-haired thrall take all of Bazra’s length into her throat.
I picture her flying at me, hair and eyes wild, nails sharp. I can see all of those beatings at once—her face, at a dozen different ages, from our childhood until now.
My sister is sick. Tormented, and a tormentor.
Her eyes are already turning glassy.
In the moment that I hesitated, her soul flew to Arawn’s gates.
I’m not sure he will accept her.
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I finish tightening the last of the knots. “There you are, Highness. Two birds trussed up for roasting.”
My hands are shaking almost as badly as Ward’s. He helped me tie the healer and the bodyguard to a pair of tables in the kitchen, so Ruelle can carve the truth out of them.
The bodyguard can’t move. Ruelle’s first blow must have severed his spinal cord and paralyzed him. We bound him anyway, and he lies on the table, panting like a beached fish.
Ruelle still has her knife to the healer’s throat, preventing Stefa from using her magic.
Ruelle’s eyes are shadowed underneath. Her blonde hair sticks limply to her neck and forehead, and her dress hangs askew, smudged in places. Her lips are cracked and bleeding, probably from whatever shit Ward gave her when she visited him.
I love her like this, wrecked and wretched, utterly merciless. And I fear her, too. Affection and apprehension, coiled together like mated serpents.
“Here’s how this is going to work,” Ruelle says softly. “Ducayne is going to hold this knife to your throat, Stefa, while I use this one—” she tugs a second blade from her corset— “to cut into your friend here. You give me answers, I stop cutting. If I think you’re lying to me, the cutting begins again. Understand?”
“Yes,” breathes the healer. “But let me use enough magic to show you who he is. Please.”
I frown, confused. But Ruelle’s gaze sharpens. “You Changed him, didn’t you? You altered someone to look like Vienne’s guard. You did the same thing with Thranwright’s face—you put his likeness on someone else.”
“She’s a Changer? By the gods,” I exclaim. A memory surfaces—eating breakfast on the veranda, discussing the rare ability certain healers possess, an ability outlawed in Thannira, but not necessarily forbidden to the rich—used to enhance someone’s dick.
I think I know who is under the guard’s face.
“Do it,” says Ruelle. “But don’t heal his spine. Only change his features.”
“It will take a few minutes,” Stefa says. “Shifting a face into a new form takes a lot of magic, but setting them back to their original shape is easier. Still, please be patient while I work.”
“Patient,” I mutter. “Wonderful.”
“Ducayne,” Ruelle says sharply. “Is your hand steady enough to hold the knife here, at her throat?”
I stare doubtfully at my trembling fingers. “Let us hope so. If we lose one, we still have the other to question, right?”
Ruelle’s mouth twitches, just barely. She lets me take over holding the blade to Stefa’s neck, while she approaches the silent bodyguard.
Glowing golden lines of magic unspool from Stefa’s fingertips. Though her hands are bound, her magic knows her intent, and it crosses the space between the two tables, coalescing and settling over the bodyguard’s face. The lines take on a pinkish glow, which brightens until I can barely look.
Long moments pass.
Ward climbs to his feet and snags a bottle of wine from the counter. He gulps it down eagerly while we wait, and wait.
“I did one of these changes very quickly today,” says the healer. “That incident lowered my reserves of magical energy, so I must go slowly and save enough to heal his spine later. Just a moment more.”
I count to three hundred. As I’m passing three-twenty-five, the pinkish glow evanesces from the guard’s features, leaving behind the broad, jovial face of Lord Cowen.
He’s smiling, but it’s tremulous, and there’s pallor beneath his natural rosy complexion. “See there,” he says. “You found me out. A good joke, yes?”
Ruelle snarls and slashes his cheek.
Cowen squeals. “All right, all right. ‘Joke’ may be the wrong word.”
Ward claws his way upright, hugging the half-empty wine bottle in one arm. “Cowen?” His voice shakes. “Cowen, you—you’re dead. You burned, brother—burned up in the fireplace. I saw your body.”
“Didn’t touch it though, did you?” Cowen grins. “Didn’t check to make sure the pulse was gone. Left that up to the healer—everyone did.”
“No.” Ruelle slices along his collarbone, and Cowen yells. “No, don’t skip ahead. Start at the beginning of the story—no jokes, no secrets. You talk first, Stefa, and Cowen can fill in the gaps. Quickly now.” She takes hold of Cowen’s ear, setting the knife against the rigid cartilage.
“Go on then, Stefa, my love—tell the Second Princess what she wants to know.” Cowen’s voice is shriller than usual.
Ward is shaking his head, sinking to the floor again, whimpering. “No, no, no. Worst blend I’ve ever made, making me see things. Can’t get out of this dream. Got to wake up.”
Stefa looks up at me, and in her gaunt, worn face I see hints of beauty—elegant bone structure, lovely eyes. But she is a shadow of what she must once have been. A woman carved hollow by the terrors of Thannira’s upper society.
In my mind’s eye I see Ruelle’s face, overlaid with the same long agony, worn to the bone, just like the healer’s.
Whatever story these two may tell, it will not change what I must do.
I must get my Princess away from this wretched land, before it eats her alive.
Stefa holds Ruelle’s gaze as she begins to speak. “As I already told your thrall, I have seen the young nobles of Thannira commit the worst cruelty human minds can devise. I’ve been forced to repair the damage every time, so they can do it again.
“Long ago, I took a healer’s vow, to help and not harm. But that vow is useless in this wretched kingdom. It is useless when you are only healing wounds so they can be reopened, when you cannot mend the minds and spirits damaged by the pain. I became sick of it, revolted by everyone in this kingdom, including myself.
“And then I met Cowen at Wintertryst, right after the incident with Nonni. She nearly died, you know, because of what they did to her. Not just the men.”
She pauses, glancing over at Cowen. He nods to her.
“Cowen and I spoke of many things,” Stefa continues. “We discovered that we shared a common disgust with the nobility of our nation, and a hatred for the institution of thralldom. Once I knew I could trust Cowen, I told him of my skill as a Changer, and I enhanced his genitals for him. Well, partly for him, and partly for my pleasure.”
“You—you’re with her?” Ward gapes, looking disgusted.
“And why not?” says Cowen.
“Can she change her own appearance?” Ward asks hopefully. “Prettier features, larger breasts, a new pussy every time—”
“Fuck you.” I step away from Stefa long enough to kick him. He cringes against the cupboards, hugging his wine bottle.
“No, I can’t change myself,” Stefa says. “I am who I am. And I’m loved as I am. Cowen and I developed a bond—more than a bond—a plan to punish the nobility for their sins. To end the cruel debauchery of Wintertryst and Summerglee, and to begin the downfall of thralldom in Thannira.”
I set the knife to her throat again. “I’m not a patient man at the best of times, and I’m eager to make an end of this and leave this accursed palace for better lodgings. So tell me why, in the names of all the gods, you killed off thralls as well as their owners? Why not set the thralls free?”
“Every thrall who has been under the dominion of a noble is wounded beyond repair,” Stefa says. “Keb was the first—a mercy killing.”
Cowen speaks up. “When I found him suffering in that clearing near the waterfall, I knew he had to be our first. And I wanted to take something away from that bitch Umari, after the things she said to Ruelle about my sexual performance. Then we took care of poor Lombard. His mind was sorely damaged from Jilleen’s abuse, from the things she forced him to do to himself and others in the past.”
“I handed you the sun potions they used,” Stefa tells Ruelle. “Both portions were imbued with a slow-acting toxin, and you passed them along like a dutiful Princess.”
Ruelle cuts a tiny slice into the cartilage of Cowen’s ear. He’s panting, terrified, as she shifts the tip of the blade to a new spot. “The wielders,” Ruelle says tightly. “What about them? They weren’t part of your crusade against thralldom. Why should they die?”
“Wielders are just as much slaves to the nobility as the thralls are,” says the healer. “You saw how your sister treated them. They were an unfortunate cost to secure the privacy we needed to complete our task, to keep anyone from leaving during the storm.”
“The storm was a stroke of luck,” Cowen interjects. “A sign it was, truly. A glorious sign from the gods that our cause was just and our efforts were being blessed.”
“You’re insane,” I mutter, grazing the healer’s skin with the knife. It’s been days since I handled a weapon. I forgot the power it imparts, the sense of strength.
“We had planned to kill off the nobles slowly, making them suffer the agony of fear and suspense as long as possible,” Cowen says. “But I granted Luthia the mercy of an early death in her thrall’s arms. She was a sensitive soul. She had suffered enough. I dosed them both with poison from Ward’s stash and then smothered them with pillows.
“But I knew I would be a suspect for their deaths since I was the last person seen with them. Even though I wasn’t openly questioned, I was watched more carefully than ever. And if that continued, it would keep me from accomplishing my purpose. So I had to fake my own demise. Stefa simulated burns on my face that night, after the orgy, and the next morning I lay down with my head in the ashes, right before my servants came in to prepare me for the day. They never touched me, only screamed and ran for the healer.
“Once Stefa pronounced me dead, I was wrapped up and taken to the ice-house. She let me out later and gave me Thranwright’s face. I needed more flexibility, and I needed to be able to move around more freely to continue my culling of the guests. So I thought Thranwright would be a safe option. Vienne needed him to investigate, to manage things, to move among different types of people in the palace. Of course I had to leave the real Thranwright alive, to go about his regular duties. I couldn’t waste all my time running the palace and pretending to conduct some phony investigation.” Cowen chuckles.
Apparently Ruelle doesn’t appreciate his levity. She jabs inward, behind his ear, and he screams. When she pulls back, her blade is shining scarlet.
“You won’t die from that,” she croons. “Not just yet. I barely grazed your brain. I suggest you talk faster though. Ducayne isn’t the only one whose patience is wearing thin.”
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“We had planned to wait a little while after my presumed death, to let the tension build before we ended anyone else,” Cowen continues in a voice that shakes slightly. “But after what Bazra did at the orgy, we had to end him immediately, and Nonni too. That girl had been damaged worse than any of the others. I went to their room with Stefa, in the guise of Master Thranwright. Once Bazra let us in, I blew a sleeping powder into his face to knock him out. We tied them both up, as you saw, Princess. I was going to take my time with Bazra and let Nonni watch so she could enjoy a little vengeance—but then you broke in from the balcony and saw me, so I had to end them both fast.”
“When you interrupted Cowen, I was in the bathing room, getting a few supplies for the torture,” Stefa says. “When I came back, Bazra and Nonni were already dead. You robbed me of the kill I had most anticipated, Princess.” Her lips tighten.
Ducayne shifts back a bit, leaving more space between Stefa’s throat and the knife he’s holding. “Bazra certainly deserved death. I don’t blame you for wishing it on him. I’d have done it myself if I could.”
“But that’s the thing, isn’t it?” The healer’s lips twist in a sneer. “You all could have done something. Ended him. Put a stop to the horror. But you were all too afraid for yourselves. Too eager to protect your reputation, your wealth, your family’s holdings, your pride, your life. Cowen and I were bold where the rest of you were weak. And we succeeded.” She turns her head to see him, and they exchange triumphant smiles.
Ducayne’s expression softens as he looks between them.
But I have no time to feel soft for murderers. I drag my knife across Cowen’s forehead, opening the skin in a long red line. “I didn’t ask for a lecture. Continue your story.”
Gasping, Cowen says, “I had to do a face change after you witnessed me in Bazra’s room. Vienne sent one of her bodyguards to check on Bazra, and the guard had the right body type for me, so we used him.”
“I have to magically scan the features I’m going to copy,” Stefa explains. “Then I can mold someone else’s features to match. I scanned Thranwright when I was healing him from scratches Vienne left on his face.
“When Vienne’s bodyguard arrived, he was stunned to see a double of Master Thranwright. So stunned, in fact, that I stabbed him between the ribs before he could react. I scanned his face and applied it to Cowen. My fastest physical alteration yet. Drained my magic very low, but it was worth it.”
Cowen picks up the tale. “I put on the guard’s clothing and armor, and then Stefa and I dragged his body out through the back parlor, which was closed and darkened at the time. We dumped him on the veranda for later disposal. With my new face, I went back to Vienne and reported Bazra’s death. And that pushed her over the edge.”
“She was never far from the edge,” I admit. I hate the twinge of pain that flexes through my heart at the mention of my sister. I never loved her, I didn’t. Even before my mother ran away, she and I never had the relationship of true sisters, playtime and whispered stories and shared imaginings. Always we have been rivals, with me ever on the losing end. I’m glad she’s dead. But she has been a powerful entity in my life for decades, and there is a ragged, bleeding hole where she once existed.
“We didn’t expect Vienne to begin a massacre.” Stefa’s voice trembles. “And when she ordered everyone to partake in the truth elixir, I knew we had no choice but to move immediately. We had to kill everyone. Ward had plenty of hannas blend already made, so he prepared the truth elixir additive and rolled the sticks while I added the drops. I put my own toxic ingredient into the elixir while he wasn’t looking—the same toxin I used on Lombard and Jilleen. And then I substituted a harmless counteragent in five of the sticks. We spared Ward, of course, and you, Princess, along with your thrall.”
“That wasn’t the plan,” Cowen cuts in, with an aggravated glance at her. “You changed the plan at the last minute, Stefa. You, Ward, and I were supposed to be the only survivors. But you turned soft on me, spared these two, and now look where we are. Bound to tables, when we should be gathering loot and preparing to leave this fucking place for our new life.”
For the first time since the interrogation began, I can feel my calm cracking. “Why?” I ask, and it’s not the tone I use for torture sessions. It’s weak, vulnerable. “Why did you spare us?”
“The two of you are so new to thralldom, not yet corrupted,” Stefa says quietly. “And when you asked for your thrall to be healed first after the slithershark incident, I realized there was love between you.”
“But there was love between Luthia and Sherad, too,” I protest. “And Khal’s thralls seemed fond of him.”
“None of the people we killed were guiltless,” Stefa says calmly. “We made our choices well.”
Ducayne lays down his knife and begins clapping slowly, a sardonic grin on his face. “And you proved yourselves every bit as maniacal and monstrous as the rest of the nobility. Cheers to you both. You’re as bad as they are.”
The healer’s expression darkens. “Don’t forget who committed the first massacre—the Crown Princess. I knew she was capable of terrible things, but her actions today proved her to be far worse than even I knew.”
“I challenged her once, at Wintertryst, when I refused to participate in the using of Nonni,” Cowen says. “She never trusted me after that. Suspected me of anti-thralldom leanings. So I had to keep up appearances by joining with Zurai and Anvel here at Summerglee, even though my heart was not in it.”
“Yet you asked Ruelle if you could have me,” Ducayne says.
“Ah yes. Well, I was going to feign passing out drunk and spare you a fucking. But then the poisoning occurred—very convenient, that.”
“Was that your doing or Vienne’s?” Ducayne asks.
Cowen smiles, exchanging glances with Stefa. “I think you’ll find it was neither.” He looks pointedly in my direction.
I pinch my lips together, conscious of Ducayne’s gaze swerving to me. “Ruelle? What is he talking about?”
Heat is creeping into my face. I can’t stop it.
“Ruelle.” My thrall’s voice deepens, and he prowls nearer. “Did you poison me so you wouldn’t have to share me?”
I wince. “It sounds horrible when you say it like that.”
“How should I say it then?”
I shrug.
“So it’s true.” He sighs. Then he wraps both arms around me. “That is the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me.”
My heart thrills, and I turn to him, looking into those soft dark eyes. I almost forget where I am, what I’m doing, what lies in the parlors of this wretched palace.
A golden glow catches my attention—Stefa, reaching out with her magic to heal Cowen. Without my permission.
My muscles tense, and I start to lunge forward with the knife—but Ducayne holds me still. “Wait,” he says. “Let them have this. Take a moment before you decide their fate.”
I wrench in his grasp, but when he bends toward me I can’t help but tip my face up to his, our lips brushing lightly.
A sound, half-sob and half incredulous laugh, breaks the moment. It’s Ward, bowed over, head in his hands, the empty wine bottle discarded on the floor beside him. “You faked your death, Cowen,” he says, as if the truth has finally registered in his brain. “Fuck, I thought you were gone. Why, why would you put me through that?”
“To give you the inheritance,” Cowen says. “Stefa was going to write a letter, confessing to the murders, and we were going to leave you as the sole survivor, locked in the dungeons so you would be cleared of culpability. Then she and I were planning to leave by ship from the Oleyra port. You see, if I ran away, you still wouldn’t inherit. I had to be dead.”
“And you were going to fund your new life with the stolen jewels,” I murmur, turning my gaze on Stefa. “As a Royal Healer, you had access to all the rooms. No one would suspect you of the thefts. And I’d guess you poisoned the healer who was assigned to be here at Summerglee, so you could take their place among us.”
“You’re very clever, your Highness,” Stefa says. “I’ve always thought so. Had a soft spot for you, even when you were a little girl and I was healing the scars from those whippings.”
Her eyes are clear and bright, no sign of guilt. No hint of compassion either, although now I know she carries a twisted kind of mercy, deep in her soul. A consummate liar she is, a monster my family made.
“I would have liked to spare the servants and guards,” Stefa says quietly. “But with the truth-blend being distributed to everyone, we knew there would likely be clues here and there, from people who saw or heard incriminating things without realizing what they’d witnessed. Especially since Cowen has a tendency to brag about the truth and clumsily cover it as a joke afterward.”
Stefa gives him a stern look and continues. “Your sister would have pieced it together, even if Cowen and I managed to avoid inhaling the truth-blend ourselves. Our last resort, our secret weapon, was that toxin, one of my own design which can be altered for absorption through the skin or the lungs. I’m relieved I had enough doses of the counteragent to spare you two.”
“So you poisoned everyone because you were afraid of my truth elixir?” Ward begins to wheeze. Perhaps it’s meant to be a laugh. “The truth elixir does not exist.”
Shock blazes along my nerves. “No, it’s real. You boasted about it to me when we spoke on the beach.”
“I was bragging,” Ward replies. “Trying to hold your interest. I’ve boasted about it to a few people. And yes, I crafted a substance once that had a mild truth-telling effect, but it wasn’t consistent, or reliable. And I didn’t have the right ingredients here to make it again. I mixed up a harmless concoction of oils to drip on the regular hannas blend and hopefully fool everyone.” He wheezes again and begins coughing.
“So—you lied to Vienne?” I gasp.
“You saw the state she was in.” Ward sucks in a grating breath. “I didn’t dare refuse her. I had to give her what she wanted, or she would have killed me. How should I know my throat-slitting brother and his toxic love would suddenly decide to poison everyone?” He lifts a shaking finger to point at Cowen, lying bound on the table. “You used to warn everyone about me, brother. Jokingly, of course—always a joke with you, no matter how much the words hurt. Yet all along, you were the dangerous one.”
“So—we didn’t have to kill everyone?” Cowen chokes out. “We panicked and poisoned all the surviving nobles and thralls—because Ward lied?”
At first I think he’s shocked, aggrieved, horrified—but then he begins to laugh heartily. “What a trick! I should be thanking you, brother—you and Princess Vienne. Between the two of you, you forced us to finish our great purpose more quickly. Ah, what a perfect story this will make!”
“A story you won’t be telling.” My fingers tighten on my knife—but it’s so small there’s not much of a hilt, and I miss the solidity of my favorite weapons. “Ducayne is right—I get to decide your fate, and right now that fate lies in the dungeon, until I have a chance to think on it more. I’ll take Ward, Ducayne, if you’ll take the healer. Separate cells, I think.”
“Stefa didn’t spare you so you could capture and torture us,” Cowen says, blinking back his laugh-tears.
“He’s right.” Stefa’s voice shakes a little as Ducayne unties her. “I thought you would understand our cause and be grateful. You hate thralldom, Princess, and you hated your sister. And you, Ducayne—you want to be free, yes? You and the Princess can be free together. I can tell you how we were going to escape this continent.”
“Hush,” snaps Cowen. “Leave something for us to bargain with, Stefa. Don’t tell them another word about it, unless they release us.”
I lean over him, smiling, tracing his nose with my knife. “Oh you idiot man. I can get anything out of anyone. Just give me a little time—” I probe his nostril delicately with the dagger, and he whimpers— “and a little knife, and you’ll spill everything. Everything.” I run the knife-tip along his septum, flicking it against his skin and leaving the tiniest scratch behind, a stinging reminder of my control and his helplessness. “We’ll be back for you, once we’ve stowed the other two safely in the dungeon.”
Ducayne holds his knife to Stefa’s neck and leads the way to the dungeon, while I follow with the weepy, smelly, sobbing wretch that is Ward.
Fortunately the keys to all the cells are hanging in the jailer’s locker, a tiny room at the head of the main corridor. It’s a poorly furnished closet with some rough cubbyholes and a table, stocked with keys, torches, and a tinderbox.
We deposit Ward and the healer in the first two empty cells. Ward is nearly unconscious from drugs and drink, slurring and stumbling before falling headlong onto his straw pallet. Stefa seats herself rigidly on hers.
“I hope you will consider that you owe us your lives,” she says.
“We do owe you that.” I nod. “And I understand some of what you’ve done. But how did you really think this would go, Stefa? Did you think we’d embrace and run off our separate ways?”
“Not the embracing part,” she says. “But I assumed you’d be pleased at the chance for freedom. You love him, don’t you?”
“Hush.” I glance down the corridor. Ducayne is walking along it, peering into each cell. I lower my voice. “What if I do?”
“You cannot marry him. You will have to marry nobility, because you are the heir to the throne now, and you will have rules to follow, responsibilities to fulfill. Let us go, and come with us when we leave. Where we’re going, you can be free of all that.”
But I barely listen to the last sentence because a handful of horrible words are still ringing in my ears.
You are the heir to the throne now.
You are the heir to the throne now.
You are the heir…
Oh gods.
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The dungeon corridor is far longer than I thought, stretching on into darkness. At the end, it takes a sharp turn, and I keep following it, drawn by a faint clanking sound. Probably shell-rats. And yet…
The next corridor, too, seems interminable, and I’m glad of the torch I brought with me from the jailer’s locker. It smokes a good deal—a thick, tarry smoke—but it’s not hannas, and for that I’m grateful. I will never touch the stuff again. The mere thought of it will be forever mingled in my mind with the stench of bile, bodily excretions, and death.
Speaking of bodily excretions, this tunnel smells like shit.
I keep looking into the cells, and at last I find the source of the clanking. An enormous shell-rat, the size of a cat, who has an old metal waste bucket on his back instead of a seashell. He’s creeping along the bars, trying to squeeze between them, but with the bucket in place, he can’t fit.
It strikes me as oddly parallel to Cowen and Stefa, thinking themselves so high and mighty, so much more righteous than the people they killed. Believing themselves to be better, to be different. And yet they are perhaps the worst of all.
However they may disguise themselves, they are still shell-rats.
Disturbed, I hurry back along the tunnels to where I left the Princess. She’s standing near Stefa’s cell, with her back to the wall, motionless. Even in the guttering torchlight I can tell that she has gone bone-white. And no wonder, after this nightmare.
“Your Highness,” I say gently. “How can I help you?”
“Meldare.” Her voice is faint and watery. “She’s up there, with all of them—so many, Ducayne, and we can’t—we can’t bury them all. But we should perform death rites for Meldare, and for Vienne, I suppose, because Vienne is dead. My sister is gone.”
Her porcelain features are beginning to crack, so I guide her away from Stefa’s cell, up the stone steps.
“Vienne is dead,” she repeats. “Do you know what that means, Ducayne? It means I’m the heir to the throne of Thannira.”
Gods. How did that not occur to me yet?
We stand in the hallway at the top of the stairs—the two of us, alone in this beautiful palace brimming with death. Alone, save for the tainted souls who created this massacre. And Ward.
“As queen, you could change things,” I tell her. “You could end the slave trade, abolish thralldom.”
“It’s not that easy,” she says. “Thralldom is entrenched in our society. There would be no support for that change, and there would be immense backlash—maybe even war. And we’re already at war with Yurstin.”
“But the difference you could make! You could save this kingdom, Ruelle.”
She presses her back to the wall, her fingers trembling. No weapons in hand—she has sheathed her tiny knives again, and she doesn’t reach for them.
“I don’t like people, Ducayne. I don’t like meetings and strategizing.” Her breath is speeding up, turning shallow and quick. “I don’t want to run a country or handle one war, let alone two. I don’t want to wither away from the strain of it all, trapped in the royal city, hated by everyone. I’ll probably be assassinated before I can make a difference, anyway. I don’t want the throne, Ducayne. I don’t. I won’t be Queen. I refuse, I refuse.”
I take her trembling form in my arms and pull her to me. There are no tears, but she’s shaking so hard I fear she might fall apart.
“Try to breathe, sweetheart,” I tell her, rubbing her back. “It’s all right. It will be all right.”
After a few minutes, her breathing slows to a more normal cadence, and she pulls out of my embrace with an impatient little jerk of her shoulders.
“They are beyond saving, these people,” she says, low. “Maybe someone better than me could do it, but I am not better. I am very selfish, and I want to leave. I want freedom for myself. This kingdom has hurt me, Ducayne. I am my father’s sole heir now, but he—he damaged me. And he won’t ever talk about it, or apologize, because he doesn’t care. So I won’t relieve him from the burden of rulership. I don’t owe him my forgiveness, or a line of succession, or anything else.”
Part of me wants her to be that heroic person, the noble queen rising above the past and setting right all that’s wrong in this nation. She might be capable of it, but it might also destroy her.
“You’re thinking ill of me, aren’t you?” She peers into my face. “I’m sure you wish you could take it back.”
“Take what back?”
“You know what.”
“You mean, when I told you I love you?” I step forward, placing my hands on her waist. “I will never take that back, even if you command me.”
Even now my love for her swells in my chest, like an ocean surging against my ribs, a nearly unbearable pressure.
She pushes my hands away. “I don’t do this, Ducayne,” she says. “Soft looks, sentimental words—they make my skin crawl.”
“Then we won’t do this,” I tell her, with a lightness I don’t feel. “Instead let’s prepare a death rite for Meldare and your sister. And then, if you really wish to leave, we should go, before someone comes up to the palace with fresh supplies and finds this carnage.”
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We do not bury the dead. When the massacre is discovered, the bodies will need to be counted by the officials and then buried with the proper rites. But I drag Vienne and Meldare onto the veranda, where Ruelle burns incense over them and chants the death hymn of Arawn.
The storm is breaking at last, and bright golden rays stream from the smoky blue-gray of the clouds. The sand stretches invitingly into the distance, while a fresh, crisp wind blows inland from the rushing surf.
After the death rite, Ruelle and I walk down the steps from the veranda. We remove our shoes without speaking and curl our toes into the sand, side by side, watching the dip of gulls over the sea.
“I’ve decided what to do with Ward, Stefa, and Cowen,” Ruelle says. “We’ll leave them in the cells, with some food and water, and then we’ll go. They said they had a plan to ship out from the Oleyra port, so they must have fake travel papers stashed somewhere. We can find those and use them to book passage on a vessel.”
“Let’s hope they have convincing travel papers.” I poke a wet clump of sand with my toe. “Their murder plans were a bit clumsy. Haphazard, especially at the end. I could have done better.”
Ruelle stares at me. “You? You would start smirking and give everything away.”
“And you would look so sour and mysterious everyone would suspect you immediately. Which they did.”
Her mouth quivers, curves. “Stop. I hate you for making me smile when this place is full of dead people.” She glances up at the pillared beauty of the beach palace. “People we met, Ducayne. People we spoke with, ate with. All dead.” Her fingers drift to her chest. “I should feel worse about it.”
“Why?” I stretch out my arms to the breeze. “We didn’t know or like most of them. And the ones who were decently likeable were still awful.” I tilt my head back, relishing the sensation of warm sun on my skin. “When you’re with awful people, it’s easy to become like them without realizing it, even while you believe yourself to be better than they are. You and I—we’re no better. We’re callous. This is the second mass killing I’ve seen in a month, and look at me—enjoying the beach. I’m not even pretending—I’m sincerely enjoying myself.”
“You’re a monster,” says Ruelle, but her voice is warm.
“So are you, sweetheart.”
After returning indoors, we untie Cowen from the kitchen table and hustle him down to the cells. He fights, but I’m feeling stronger, and Ruelle has no compassion for him. Between my strength and her blades, we manage to get him locked up near the other two.
While I tote food and water down to the cells, Ruelle goes upstairs to hunt for the travel papers.
“You’ll never find them,” taunts Cowen, during one of my trips down to the dungeon.
“We will,” I assure him. “Well—that, or my Princess will become very frustrated with her search, and she’ll come down here for another torture session with you. I wouldn’t be surprised if she cut your precious dick into neat little slices.”
“Stefa will heal me. She always does,” says Cowen.
“You might be right. She could probably heal you, since she’s in the cell next door. But what if we lock you in a cell farther down the hall? How far do you think her magic can reach?” I smile at him, hefting the jugs of water in my hands. “Or maybe I’ll save us all some time and make a bargain with you. I’ll leave you an extra jug of water if you tell me where the travel papers are.”
“An extra jug?”
“Indeed.” I lean close to the bars. “Maybe a bottle of wine? Or two? A nicer selection of extra goods—dried meat, fruit, pie, cake—a few books and blankets. You’ll be living it up in here while the other two languish.”
From the next cell, Stefa snorts a laugh. “Cowen is a better man than that. He knows our travel papers are worth more than a few paltry comforts.”
“Ah, but paltry comforts are so damn comfortable, aren’t they, Cowen? I’ll bring some of them down here for you, and we can talk business.”
When I return with an armful of wine bottles and blankets, Stefa and Cowen are shouting at each other, arguing over principle and loyalty in strident tones. Such precious music. I smile and make no effort to stop them.
When I bring down more delicacies from the kitchen and line them up outside his cell, Cowen watches with undisguised craving. This is a man who enjoys luxuries, who has spent his entire life indulging himself in various ways. And I suspect that’s not about to end because of a passionate liaison with an idealistic healer.
“I’ll sweeten the deal for you,” I tell Cowen, letting my tongue glide out briefly. “I’ll give you all this and I’ll give you head before I leave. Could be your last bit of pleasure for a while, except what you get from your own hand.”
“Cowen loves me,” Stefa says tersely from the next cell. “He wouldn’t agree to—”
“Done,” says Cowen under his breath. “Push all the goodies through the bars, and I’ll tell you where the papers are. And then I want head, not from you, but from the Princess. I want to see that arrogant little mouth of hers wrapped around my cock.”
I swallow my rage and say smoothly, “She’ll bite you. I won’t.”
He gnaws his lip. “Fair enough. But you swallow it all.”
“Is there any other way?” I grin and wink at him. Then, one by one, I pass the items I brought through the bars.
With a low, greedy grunt, Cowen unbuttons his pants and pulls out his dick. But I shake my head. “I gave you something, now you tell me where the papers are. And then you get the rest of your reward.”
He eyes me suspiciously, but he says, “There’s a loose hearthstone in my room. Pry it up with the poker, and you’ll find a leather-wrapped packet underneath. The papers are inside.”
“You realize if you’re lying to me, there’s a torture session in your future,” I tell him.
“Yes, yes. Now kneel, and open your mouth.”
A sound of pain echoes from Stefa’s cell. I step over and look in. Her back is hunched, her hands clutching her chest.
“They are all the same,” she moans. “I thought he was different, but they’re all the same. Immune to anything true, anything pure and real. Drunk on pleasure, devoted to cruelty.”
“I suspect Cowen has always wanted to kill,” I say quietly. “And he used your passion and goals to do it. I’ve seen a few like him before, in the Yurstin army. Men who joined because they craved violence and they wanted a way to sanction it. I’m sorry.”
“Ducayne!” Cowen hisses. He’s got his dick out between the bars, and he’s waggling it slightly. “Our bargain?”
I sneer at him. “Put it away, filth. And count yourself lucky that I’m letting you keep it. Enjoy your stay in this lovely beach palace of death, until the King’s men come to investigate. I’m sure they’ll treat you well.”
As I ascend the dungeon steps, he roars after me, “I’ll tell him, you know. I’ll tell the King about you and Ruelle leaving from Oleyra. There’s only a few ships that make port there this time of year—he’ll track you down easily. His fastest ships will intercept, and you’ll both be taken. She’ll be disgraced, you’ll be executed. You’ll die, thrall, with a cock in your throat, if I have anything to say about it!”
I slam the door at the top of the steps, cutting off his tirade.
He and Ward and Stefa have enough supplies for a week, if they’re careful. By that time, probably sooner, merchants will arrive at the palace to resupply the kitchens, and they’ll discover the massacre. They’ll report it, and a group of royal soldiers will be sent to investigate. They’ll count and identify the bodies, and eventually they might check the dungeons—or not.
I pity Stefa, but not the two brothers. They deserve their fate.
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I’ve completely wrecked Cowen’s room, and not a damn set of travel papers to be found. My skin feels grimy, thick with sweat, smoke, and the stench of death. I want to rip my gown to shreds and burn it.
Shrieking, I pick up a lovely painted vase and hurl it into the fireplace.
A hideously sharp memory lacerates my brain—Vienne smashing a vase on my dressing table.
I’m her.
I’m not her.
I won’t be her.
She’s dead, and what if Arawn turns her spirit away? What if she lingers here, haunts this place—haunts me? Follows me wherever I go? What if her rage is possessing me right now?
I sink to my hands and knees on the rumpled rugs. My breath drags through my lungs, heavier and heavier. I’m gasping, sobbing, fingers tensed into claws, my body rigid.
A hand falls on my shoulder and I whirl, screaming, slashing with my nails.
It’s Ducayne bending over me, but he withdraws, straightens. Touches the bloody scratch I left on his cheek.
I tremble at his feet.
There is no one to force his obedience now. Nothing but his tattoo keeps him with me. That, and a foolish profession of love that he can’t mean—a flimsy emotion that will dissipate quickly, like a sandcastle washed away by the tide of my selfish anger.
“Don’t touch me,” I whisper.
He looks at me, quiet and serious. “This time, Princess, I cannot obey you.”
It is as I thought. My control over him is entirely gone. We are not friends—we are merely partners in this mess, trying to find a way out of it.
Ducayne leans down and catches my wrists. He pins them in one big hand, then unhooks one of the gold chains at his waist and winds its length around and between my wrists, over and over, until they are bound tight. Then he clamps the hook to secure my shackles.
I writhe and kick at him while he’s doing it, but he’s stronger now, while I’m shaking from the aftereffects of Ward’s orgasmic drug and the toxin counteragent and whatever else I imbibed today. I’m starving, thirsty, and so sad I cannot weep.
Ducayne unlaces my corset and tosses it aside. Then he throws me over his shoulder in a way that no man has ever dared to carry me before.
“You foul, evil brute!” I scream. “Put me down, bastard! Asshole!”
He ignores me, humming softly as he carries me along the corridors to my suite and into the bathing room. He dumps me on the floor. While he’s adjusting the spigot over the big copper tub, I manage to get to my feet and run.
He catches me before I reach the door.
“Let me go.” I wrench in his grasp, eyeing the dresser where one of my knives lies temptingly unsheathed.
But he sees it too, and he snatches it, tucking its blade against the neckline of my dress. With a skillful jerk, he cuts through the material, laying open the bodice, exposing my breasts.
“What are you doing?” I breathe.
“What you need me to do.”
Ducayne cuts the rest of my clothes off, and I don’t dare fight him, because he has both a weapon and brute strength. Then he pulls the remaining pins out of my hair and removes my earrings.
I stand before him, entirely bare, with my wrists bound and my hair loose.
The water is still gurgling into the tub in the next room. Ducayne looks in, says, “We have time,” and pushes me toward the bed.
I inhale, planning to protest, but he bends me over, forcing my breasts against the blankets. His large hand descends on the back of my neck.
“No soft words,” he says, leaning over me, speaking into my ear.
A thrill chases through my lower belly, and the space between my legs warms.
A rustle of material as he removes his pants. “You’re wet, Highness.”
I squirm, pressing my thighs tighter together, hissing my anger through my teeth.
But he says, “From now on, you and I will not be embarrassed about what gives us pleasure. If I want you to choke me, command me, and cut me, that is my choice. If you want me to dominate you, crush you to the wall, and call you a bitch, that is your choice. And if you want me to nestle you in soft pillows and lick you gently until you come, that is your choice. No one else gets to tell us how we take comfort or pleasure.”
The hot, broad head of his cock nudges my folds, nosing into the slippery wetness, and I stiffen all over. Every nerve in my sex is glowing, alive and alight.
He slams into me, crashing through the fragile agony of my soul, shattering it with a rush of sensation. Violent, merciless, he fucks, and fucks, and fucks me, until all my torment about this day is gone, and there’s only him, rutting into me with a brutal force I didn’t know he was capable of.
With my cheek and chest against the soft bedding, and my bound hands stretched out, I let myself be his thrall. His hands splay over my ass, gripping so hard it hurts. I love it, I need it—I need his fingers to erase the sting of my father’s whip. I need his fierce grunts to blot out the screams of the servants, echoing and echoing in my head.
Ducayne pulls out of me with a taut roar and throws me onto my back. A sharp tug brings me to the edge of the bed, while he grips one of my thighs and buries himself in my soaking heat. His hips surge, slamming home again and again. The flex of his body is power, passion, and peril, because I can’t look away, and in his dark eyes I see the words shining, blazing.
I love you.
“You will never scare me away,” he says, hoarse and breathless. “You will never do anything so terrible that I cannot excuse it. I will never betray you.”
He descends on me, his mouth to mine, a fierce kiss that sucks me in. His hand travels my breasts, and then closes around my throat.
My air is gone. And in that moment of heartstopping tension, with the blood pounding in my ears and my mouth opening convulsively to his kiss, the most intense orgasm of my life shears through my body.
I am paralyzed, every muscle constricted while the pleasure pierces my belly, my chest, my spine—washes in tingling waves through my legs.
Ducayne releases my throat, and I haul in a great lungful of air.
He leans into me, thrusting deep, groaning, half-sobbing while his cock pulses. He comes for so long that I wonder, I wish, I hope we can hover in this perfect moment forever.
But then I hear a trickle of water, and I gasp through the fading ecstasy, “Ducayne, the tub is overflowing.”
“Shit,” he says fervently. Pushes in a little deeper and throbs once more.
Then he pulls out and runs to turn off the water, while I lie spent on the bed and breathe, relaxed and alive.
We had filthy sex in a house full of corpses.
Wicked, and wrong, and twisted.
But I am the Princess of Torture, devotee of the death god, and Ducayne is enthralled, devoted to me beyond right and reason.
I know it now, because I felt safe with him, even when he bound my wrists.
He returns and scoops my limp body off the bed. “Come, Princess. Our bath is ready.”
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Ducayne and I leave the palace in the cool of the evening, dressed in servant’s attire. We load our two horses with bags of extra clothing and supplies, and we carry satchels with money and jewels tucked into secret pockets. My satchel also holds the travel papers Ducayne retrieved from beneath the loose hearthstone in Cowen’s room. There’s a sheaf of papers for a man: Miles Doriant, oddities merchant, as well as a woman, Nell Doriant, weaver.
My face is a problem. As the Second Princess, I’m recognizable—my likeness and Vienne’s hang in most of the mayoral offices of towns and cities across Thannira—small portraits, flanking my father’s large one. Some inns, taverns, and mercantile offices also have royal portraits on the wall. And while my image is nowhere near as popular as Vienne’s, it is sold in the streets of the Royal Seat, where vendors embroider it on cloth bags or paint it on collectible teacups.
I thought about asking Stefa to alter my features, but I could think of no incentive for her to do so, unless we promised her freedom. And then we would have to take her with us so she could restore my appearance later. And we can’t take her along, since we only have travel papers for two.
I did the best I could to alter my features with cosmetics, and I’m wearing a large hood that casts a deep shadow over my face. Beneath that, a headwrap covers my silvery blonde hair. It will have to do.
The roads are still thick with mud, and in some places covered with water, but we manage to pick our way through. The worst place is the bridge to the road that leads down the bluffs and through the dunes to Oleyra. The bridge is half gone, broken and partly washed away. We have to lead the horses cautiously across the narrow bit that’s left.
After that, we mount and ride again. The more distance opens between us and the beach palace, the more freely I can breathe, and the easier it is to forget that we left the bodies, just left them all there to rot, to be munched by shell-rats and flies and beetles.
When I think about it, I want to vomit.
But we had no choice. This is our chance to escape everything. The weight of it quakes inside me, echoing in my head.
One chance. The chance of a lifetime. The only one I’ll get.
“I think it’s safe to tell you now,” says Ducayne abruptly.
I turn to glare at him. “Tell me what, thrall?”
He grins, rakish and half-apologetic. “I gave Stefa the key to her cell. Tucked it under the pie I left for her. She’ll eat that soon, since it’s perishable, and she’ll find the key.”
“Damn you, Ducayne. What if she lets the other two out?”
“She won’t. I made sure of that. Unless Cowen does some excessive groveling, he’s staying put.”
Ducayne looks very smug, and I can’t help a small smile as I shake my head. “You’re too merciful.”
“What’s that? You say I’m too beautiful? Oh, sweetheart, I know.”
I roll my eyes and look ahead at the road, which slopes down between bluffs topped with waving sea-grass.
After a few minutes I say, “I’m glad you did it. Maybe we can’t take her with us, but she deserves a chance to get away from my father’s control. Maybe she can defect to Yurstin.”
“They would use her for her gifts, just as your people have.”
“Remember when you asked me if I was jealous of people with magic?”
He nods.
“I’ve decided I’m not. When you have power, people just want to take it and use it for themselves.”
“Unless you have so much power you’re unassailable.”
“Even then you don’t get to enjoy it,” I counter. “Because no one is unassailable. Not even my father. I wonder what he’ll do, once he realizes both Vienne and I are gone.”
I hope he weeps over us. I hope it hurts.
We ride a little farther, side by side, watching the last orange of sunset melt into the sea.
“I like the sea at twilight,” Ducayne says. “It’s quiet and beautiful, deceptively harmless.” He glances over at me with a half-smile.
“Are you scared?” I ask.
“Of you? Gods yes. You’d be furious with me if I wasn’t.”
“Not that.” I pucker my lips, trying to make myself say it. I have to learn to say things to him. “When I think about leaving this continent, about actually getting away, my stomach drops. It’s thrilling and horrible. I want to leave so badly I can hardly stand the time it will take to reach Oleyra, find a ship, and get underway. And yet Thannira is all I’ve ever known. Once I leave it, I’ll be adrift in the wide world, and I’m not naïve enough to think it will be any safer out there.”
His expression sobers. “About that—Cowen mentioned that your father will likely send people after us. He’ll figure out which vessel we take, even with the false papers, and he’ll send his fastest ships to intercept us and get you back. Our best chance is to find a ship planning a short voyage to a port nearby, anywhere but this continent, and hope we make it there before he catches up. Once we’re on land again, we can lose ourselves among the people.”
“Unless it’s a small island and there’s nowhere to run,” I say glumly. “Maybe this is foolish, Ducayne. Maybe we should go to Yurstin.”
“We’d be caught or killed trying to cross the border. And even if we made it, your identity would eventually be discovered, and that would be more of a nightmare. Imagine it—the war, stoked to new heights, ransom demands made to your father, my execution as a traitor—”
“I see your point.”
“Don’t think about it now,” he says. “All we need to do is get to Oleyra, find the inn, and have a chat with any captains who happen to be there. We’ll find one who’s shipping out at dawn. There are bound to be a few who were trapped in port by the storm and are eager to make headway. We book passage, and we’re off!”
He makes it sound so simple, and perhaps it is. But I am a knotted tangle of nerves, and no matter how much I try to unravel myself with calm, logical thoughts, I can’t. I keep touching the lumps on my thighs, where my knife sheaths are strapped over my pants, beneath my riding dress and cloak.
Ducayne is wearing more clothes than usual—a high-collared shirt, doublet, and leather pants, with a cloak and fine boots. His black hair is neatly braided in a simple style, befitting his new identity.
In his pleasure-slave attire, he is all sex and virility; but in this outfit, I find him equally appealing. How do his shoulders look so much broader than usual? And his legs look damn fine in those boots.
He boasts the same confidence now that he does when he’s nearly naked; and when I look at him, a little of that confidence seeps into me. So I glance at him often, and I keep one hand on the reins and another on one of my hidden knives.
By the time we ride into the port town of Oleyra, a deep blue night has fallen. Streetlamps and windows paint the sandy cobbled streets with golden smudges. The sea is a continuous murmur, carried to us with the scent of salt and fish. Wooden shop signs creak in the stiff breeze, and my hood billows. I have to hold it with one hand to keep it on.
Ahead, between rows of shops and tenement houses, a swatch of the dark sea glimmers under the rising moon. There’s a distant creak of timbers and a flap of tied sails. Against the sky rise the masts of at least three ships, possibly four—hard to tell from the angle of our approach.
Only a few people are about at this hour, and they don’t seem eager to greet us, which suits me.
“There.” Ducayne points ahead. “The Bent Lady Inn. Odd name, but it looks busy. Close to the docks, probably frequented by sailors.”
My stomach plunges again, but I clear my throat and straighten my shoulders. “Very well. We’ll go there.”
He leans toward me in his saddle. “You need to stop acting like—you know. You’re Nell, remember? My wife. And I’m the good Master Miles, harmless merchant of oddities.”
The words my wife affect me strangely. They crawl under my skin and nestle there. I try to shiver them away, but it doesn’t work.
Ducayne is my thrall. He belongs to me, body and will. The term wife connotes that I’m his possession or his partner, or both. I cannot decide if I hate that or if somewhere, in the innermost shrine of my heart, I rather like it.
We dismount in front of the inn, and a stable boy asks if we’ll be staying the night.
“If you have room,” says Ducayne.
“Got some sailors staying on, but there should be a room or two left,” says the boy. “A rough lot, some o’ them, but the stories they’ve got—have you heard of the Pirate King?”
“Heard of him,” Ducayne answers.
The boy’s eyes spark with mischief. “Well, you’re likely to hear much more of him tonight. Nothing like stories over a bowl o’ hot stew, I always say!”
“Very good.” Ducayne smiles back at him. “Stalls for these two horses, my lad, and our bags brought safely to us once we’ve secured lodging. Thank you.” He gives the boy a handful of coins, more than I would have offered.
“Damn, it feels good to pay for something,” Ducayne says as the boy leads our horses away.
“You’re too generous. We need to be careful with our money.”
“Fiddlesticks, Highness. We have plenty of money collected from various deceased donors back at the palace, not to mention the jewels—”
“Which may be difficult to sell. People may think we stole them.”
“We did steal them. Well—some of them. Some are yours—or the Crown’s, I suppose.”
“Mine by right,” I mutter.
I hang back as he approaches the door to the inn. It’s flanked by two windows, each one made up of dozens of panes of leaded glass. I can’t see anything inside but a soft amber glow. A faint din of merry voices and fiddle music leaks through the crack of the door.
“Ruelle. I mean, Nell.” Ducayne extends his gloved hand. There’s a lantern bracketed to the wall above his head, just under the inn’s sign, and it bathes him in golden light. He is handsome, kind, funny, strong—and he’s careless, devilish, merciful, and bold. He is everything.
“Ruelle,” he says again, softly. “Come. You’ll be safe with me. I promise.”
Defenses coil inside me, my inner serpent ready to strike. Safe? I don’t need ‘safe.’ I don’t need his protection—I am enough, I am strong—
But perhaps I do not have to be strong, or enough, all the time.
I don’t take his hand.
But I tuck my arm through his, and he pulls me against his big, warm side, and we enter the inn.
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The inn’s common room is packed with sailors, as the stable boy warned us it would be. Usually my face, finery, and retinue of guards and servants are enough to clear a path through any room; but tonight I let Ducayne shoulder through the crowd toward the innkeeper’s desk, and I follow in his wake. He has to shout through the din of clanking mugs, sloshing ale, chinking plates, and boisterous voices.
The smell of savory stew digs into my belly. We ate little before leaving the palace—no stomach for it with the smell of death seeping into the kitchen—and I’m starving.
Ducayne finishes our business with the innkeeper and pulls me through the crowd. There are no tables left, but there’s a big barrel and a couple of high stools near a window. Just beyond that lies an enormous corner booth, and its denizens catch my eye.
I’ve not seen many sailors in my day, but from a quick scan of the room, they look to be mostly grubby, plain, and ragged. Not so the people in the corner booth. They are riotously, gorgeously dressed.
A woman with long red braids and densely freckled skin sits on the top edge of the booth, with one thigh-high boot on the seat and the other propped against the edge of the table. Her blousy white shirt leaves both shoulders bare, and she’s wearing a leather vest and striped silk pants. There’s a short sword at her hip. She looks utterly happy, carelessly dangerous, and free.
Beside her is a man as broad, tall, and muscled as Ducayne, but with deeply bronzed skin. His black hair is shot through with a single white streak, and his eyes are shockingly pale. Under his massive leather coat, his chest is bare, and a series of chains and medallions dangle over it. A well-stocked weapons belt hangs on a hook on the wall behind him. One of his hands cups the underside of the woman’s thigh, and he’s stroking along it. As I watch, his hand drifts nearly to her crotch, and she glances down at him quickly with a knowing smile. He grins up at her.
Though they’re surrounded by other interesting characters, those two hold my gaze as I hop onto one of the high stools, across from Ducayne. My view is partly obstructed by his form, and I lean a little for another glimpse.
“Who are they?” I whisper. “I’ve never seen anyone like them.”
Ducayne half-turns to snatch a look. When he turns back around, he’s wearing an aggrieved expression. “I should have gone bare-chested and worn my chains tonight.”
I kick his shin around the barrel. “Hush, thrall.”
A sailor passing by me looks sharply at both of us. I duck my head, withdrawing into the shadow of my cloak.
I watch the sailor slide into the corner booth, where he leans over and says something to the man with the white streak in his hair.
And then those ice-pale eyes snap to mine.
My stomach jolts. “He’s looking at me,” I whisper to Ducayne. “Why is he looking at me? He can’t know who I am.”
A barmaid bustles up to us at that moment. “Something to eat or drink?”
“Two bowls of stew, bread, soft cheese, pie, and your finest wine,” Ducayne says.
She hurries off, while I shrink further into my cloak.
Ducayne gives me an exasperated stare. “You’re looking more conspicuous, not less so.”
With a sigh, I toss back my hood.
And then I wish I’d kept it on, because the sailor with the ice-pale eyes has left his booth, and he’s standing right behind Ducayne.
The chatter in the common room dwindles.
I have been around many people—some with inherited or purchased power, and some who thought they had power but didn’t. The man behind Ducayne radiates true power—power that he has won and defended.
“Good evening, friends.” He claps Ducayne’s upper arm with one hand—thick-fingered, adorned with heavy silver rings.
“Evening,” says Ducayne casually. But his hand slides beneath the table. He, too, has a knife strapped to his thigh.
“My mate there happened to overhear a word we don’t much like,” says the pale-eyed man. “The word ‘thrall.’ You are a Thanniran pleasure thrall, are you not? And before you deny it, know that I can sense tattoo magic. I am a tattoo mage myself. And I cannot discern your exact vow, but I know you bear a mark, just here.” He claps Ducayne’s bicep again. “Is this your mistress, then? She looks to be of noble blood.”
All around us, people are quieting, turning to watch.
This is my nightmare. This is everything I feared might happen.
“Yes,” says Ducayne tightly. “This is my lady.”
“Your lady.” The pale-eyed man clicks his tongue. “My crew and I—” he gestures to the group in the corner booth— “we came here a few days ago to render a bit of pirate justice for some friends of mine. One of my ships was scuttled just off the coast, you see, and all her crew hanged. Some of them I knew personally, so of course I took it personally.” He touches his chest.
I cannot breathe.
Meldare’s story of the pirate ship that was sunk—the crew that was hanged—the captain who swore the Pirate King himself would seek vengeance—
“You are the Pirate King,” I breathe.
“You’ve heard of me.” The Pirate King smiles and bows slightly, but there’s no warmth in his eyes, not for me. “Well, to continue my story. I protect those who fly the Crowned Skull-and-Bones. So we came here, and we dispatched justice on the mayor and those who had a hand in killing my people. And when we were done with that—well, the storm set in, didn’t it? So we decided to do a bit of good in this town, right, love?”
He winks at the freckled woman in the booth, and she nods. “We did indeed.”
“You see, noble lady,” he continues. “I let my ships steal from Thanniran vessels for a very good reason—because Thannira is a slave nation. You have used pleasure thralls for generations, and in the past two years you have not made strides toward becoming better—oh no. Instead, your king legalized the import of slaves. If there’s one thing worse than a slave, it’s a slave kept for sex, forced to please their owner.”
His eyes are harsh, arctic, freezing my blood.
“There are a number of wealthy families residing in Oleyra for a little summer enjoyment,” says the Pirate King. “Some had pleasure thralls, so while we were stuck in port, we took it upon ourselves to free those thralls. Some of them are in this room, waiting to ship out with us tomorrow. Others have gone their own way.”
“A noble endeavor,” I manage.
“Noble indeed. I’m glad you think so. A thrall without a binding tattoo is easy to free—you simply take them from the owner. But freeing a tattooed thrall, one magically bound to the owner, is—not more difficult, but perhaps messier.”
The freckled woman is out of the booth now, approaching behind the Pirate King. Her face is tense but resigned, as if she dislikes what is about to happen but sees no other recourse.
My fingers creep beneath my cloak, fumbling for the knife strapped to my right thigh.
"I despise anyone who uses an unwilling person for pleasure.” The Pirate King’s voice hasn’t risen at all; rather, it has deepened with an unmistakable threat. “Those who do so deserve their end.” He turns abruptly to Ducayne. “You, thrall. Would you like to be free of the vow that binds you?”
“That isn’t possible,” says Ducayne. “No tattoo mage can remove another’s mark. Only the one who placed it can remove it.”
“True, but that wasn’t my question. I said, do you want to be free?”
Ducayne frowns. “Who doesn’t want to be free?”
“Good enough.” The Pirate King seizes my arm and pulls me off my stool. “I’ll do it outside this time, Emberlough,” he calls to the innkeeper.
I draw my knife, but I’m wearing too many layers, and I’m clumsy with my first strike. The red-haired pirate woman grips my wrist, flexing the bones until I yell, and then plucks the knife away.
The crowd clears for the Pirate King as he stalks to the front of the common room, pulling me with him. He’s moving so fast I’m being dragged on the floor, and I can’t get on my feet to fight him.
Behind me, I hear Ducayne roaring my name—my real name. Fuck.
The inn door shuts behind us, and the Pirate King throws me onto the damp cobbled street. He stands over me, massive and threatening.
“I want you to know that I take no pleasure in this.” His voice is tight with emotion. “But I will not see a man enslaved and raped. I’ve heard the stories of Thanniran thralls, how they’re traded and shared. It’s depraved. I will free him, as I freed the others, and the only way to do that is to end you.”
It’s time for me to fight him. To resist, to struggle for my life. But I can’t.
I kneel, and I look up. “Do it then,” I say. “Arawn will judge whether or not I deserved it.”
The Pirate King pauses, cocking his head. Then he nods and walks around behind me. He tosses the headwrap aside and takes my hair in his hand, pulling my head back to expose my throat.
The scuff of a blade leaving its sheath.
I close my eyes, and I picture the antlered god Arawn, unmasked, jade-skinned, beautiful. Waiting for me.
The door of the inn bangs. “Locke, stop!”
My eyes flash open.
It’s the red-haired pirate girl, and Ducayne is with her, being held back by three sailors—or maybe pirates.
“What is it, Nick?” asks the Pirate King.
“I think we have it wrong,” she says. “The thrall claims he loves her. He says they’re running away together, looking for passage on a ship. He says she never abused him, and he says—” she hesitates, eyeing me— “he says she’s a princess of Thannira.”
The Pirate King lets go of my hair. “Do you believe him?”
“I’m not sure. But I think it’s only fair to hear her side of it.”
“I gave her a chance, and she said nothing about loving him.” The Pirate King walks around to face me. “Do you love him, girl?”
He doesn’t care if I am the princess or not. He only wants to know about Ducayne and me. Whether I’ve abused him. How I feel about him.
Do you love him, girl?
More people are coming out of the inn, gathering, yet leaving a wide circle of space around me and the Pirate King. I catch a stray murmur from the bystanders: “She does look
like the Second Princess, doesn’t she? The hair, and the sour expression.”
“Answer,” says the Pirate King. “Now.”
Do you love him, girl?
My hands are sweating, and my heart races faster than a slithershark through the sea—so fast I’m afraid it might give out entirely. Heat burns in my cheeks.
The red-haired woman moves, lithe and quick, and kneels beside me. She leans in and murmurs, “It’s hard, saying the words, isn’t it? Especially like this. I can help you, if you want. I have my own kind of magic. When I drink someone’s blood, they have to obey anything I command for a few minutes, depending on the amount of their blood I consume. So if you’ll let me drink a little of your blood, you’ll be free to speak your truth, whatever it is. It won’t feel so painful, letting it out.”
I stare at her. “I’ve never heard of such a gift.”
“I once thought of it as a curse,” she says, with a rueful smile. “I had it locked away for a while. But I’ve learned to use it again, carefully. Would you like me to help you?”
I look at Ducayne, struggling in the grip of the sailors, the cords of his neck straining as he tries to break free. “If you kill her, you pirate bastard, you’ll have to kill me too,” he grits out.
“I’m trying to free you, mate,” says the Pirate King. “You’ll thank me for it, once you’re released from whatever spell she’s put on you. We freed one poor thrall who was so drugged she didn’t know her own name. Prisoners might believe they love their captors, but in most cases it’s not true.”
“Unless it is.” The red-haired woman looks into my eyes again. “I’m Veronica. And you?”
“I’m Ruelle,” I breathe. “And yes—I want your help.”
I can’t say the words on my own. Not yet, not with all these strangers staring at me, not with my life on the line. But with the help of just a little magic, maybe, maybe I can finally tell Ducayne what he means to me.
Veronica takes a little gold cup from her pocket. It’s no larger than the hollow of her palm, and I suspect it has been used many times for her particular brand of magic.
“This will hurt a little,” she says.
“I’ve had worse.”
Her eyes flick up to mine, keen and penetrating. “You have, haven’t you?” She holds out her hand to the Pirate King. “Knife, Locke.”
He hands over his knife and braces both fists on his hips.
Veronica draws the blade across the top of my arm and squeezes the flesh so my blood drips into the little golden cup. When there’s a small puddle of crimson inside, she lets go and tips the blood into her mouth.
The people watching us don’t scream or exclaim. They’ve seen this before. Apparently many strange things happened in this town during those stormy days.
Suddenly an alien calm washes over my body, soothing every agonized or anxious impulse. I look at Veronica, kneeling across from me, and she smiles encouragingly. “Tell us, Ruelle. Tell us about your and your thrall. Did you ever force him?”
“No.” My voice sounds distant, cool. Mine, and yet not mine. I am entirely peaceful, entirely free. My tongue, my mind, and my heart are one for the first time in my life, without distress or entanglements or confusion. “No, I never forced him. I asked for his consent every time, and he gave it. I believe he served me willingly in most things. I hurt him sometimes—but I never abused him in that way.”
“And how do you feel about him?” says Veronica.
“He is my one.”
Veronica glances up at Locke, a small excited smile on her face. He tilts his head and frowns.
“Tell us a little more,” Veronica urges.
“He has the power to hurt me like no one else does. But he won’t. Not unless I need it. I think I have always been waiting for him. I saved him from my father, from my sister. But he saved me, too. From everything.”
I lift my eyes from Veronica’s and I meet Ducayne’s gaze, reading the pained love in his eyes.
“Mine,” I say softly. “He’s mine. And I belong to him. He’s the rest I crave and he’s the blade I need. He’s all the things I love, blended. He respects me even when he’s disrespecting me. He laughs at inappropriate times, and he’s messy, and he doesn’t care about the gods. He’s resilient and stable, rebellious and submissive. We may both be a little wicked, but I am a far, far better person when I’m with him.”
Veronica reaches out and grips my hand. “There, Locke. You see? That’s all we need to know.”
He nods with a wry smile. “Once again, love, you saved me from doing something foolish.”
Chuckling, she rises and pulls me up with her. “So you are content, then, Ducayne? You’ll keep your thrall tattoo willingly?”
“Gladly,” he says, wrenching himself free of the sailors. He’s in front of me in one stride, wrapping me tight, shielding me from all the eyes, so many eyes.
“Show’s over, all of you,” barks Veronica. “Back inside, now. Drinks are on us.”
They obey her, though it’s clear not all of them are part of the pirate crew. But Oleyra has become, at least for the time being, an extension of the Pirate King’s domain.
A serving girl bandages the cut on my arm, and Ducayne and I are ushered into the corner booth with Locke and Veronica. At first I don’t feel like speaking to them—I’m still angry at Locke—but then he passes me a cup of wine with a nod that’s as close to an apology as I’m likely to get from him.
“Nick had the same problem, you know,” he tells me, jerking his head toward Veronica. “Couldn’t admit that she loved me, for the longest time.”
“That’s because you’re a rutting bastard and a liar.” She plants a hard kiss on his mouth. “And incredibly stupid, for such an intelligent man.”
He grins and raises his cup. “My wife, everyone.”
After an uproarious toast shared by all the guests in the common room, Locke’s expression sobers. “So then, Princess—I’m guessing your departure is a matter of some urgency, and you’re looking for passage elsewhere?”
“We are. We have travel papers—false names. I suppose they’re useless now.” I glance around the common room. “Even if there are other captains here, no one will risk taking us aboard, knowing that my father’s fleet will be after us.”
“There are three other captains in town, and you’re right—none would dare take you aboard, knowing who you are. Sorry for blowing your cover, love, but it was a thin one. And the whole cloak and hood thing—very conspicuous.”
“I told her,” says Ducayne, with a cocky half-smile. I elbow him in the ribs.
“What you two need is a captain who doesn’t give a rutting horse’s ass about any kings or rulers anywhere. One with a ship so fast, none in the Thanniran fleet can match her.” Locke leans back and tips the contents of his cup down his throat. He wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. “Would you look at that? I’m all empty.”
“Locke.” Veronica nudges him. “Stop toying with them. They’re exhausted, and they’ve been through something terrible. Haven’t you?”
Her eyes pry me open. I can’t deny her words, or speak, so I nod.
“There now,” she says. “What you both need is a nice refreshing voyage on the high seas. We can’t promise safety from storms, but we can promise safety from your father. Women are welcome aboard the Pirate King’s ships now, and especially on our flagship, the Raven’s Frenzy. We’ll take you to any port you like. Or, if you want to come to Ravensbeck, we’ll bring you along.”
“Ravensbeck is our pirate city, our great haven,” says Locke. “There’s plenty to do, plenty of work and fun to be had. No one you wish to escape will ever find you there. You’ll be protected under the flag of the Crowned Skull-and-Bones. But any guest at Ravensbeck must be tattooed with a vow never to speak its location.”
“You don’t have to decide on a destination now,” Veronica adds. “Come along, and we’ll see where the wind takes us.”
“Yes,” says Ducayne fervently. “Yes, we accept. Ruelle?” He turns to me, his face alight with joy and hope.
And for once, I can smile back, just as joyful and hopeful as he is.
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Weeks later, just before dawn, we arrive at Ravensbeck.
Locke comes to fetch me, shaking my shoulder with a finger to his lips. I slide out of the bunk, careful not to wake Ruelle, and I run after him, barefoot and shirtless, up the ladder and onto the deck.
He’s a good man, Locke. During our voyage I’ve come to respect his strange sense of justice, his agile mind, the power of his fist, and the scope of the empire he has built—a network of port cities and towns where his captains and crews are welcomed. An empire that now includes the port town of Oleyra. The people there won’t talk about it loudly, or spread the word widely, but they were changed by his stay in that place. The fear and the love of him and Veronica will keep the port hospitable to anyone flying the Crowned Skull-and-Bones, no matter what the King may decree.
“Dangerous waters,” I comment to Locke, for the sea around the bow of the Raven’s Frenzy is dotted with protruding reefs and pieces of wrecked ships.
“Dangerous, yet safe,” he replies.
Ahead I can see three tall, narrow mountains, with a cluster of hills at their feet. The island is a sprawling one, surrounded by a wall of weathered stone, and in that wall is a gate, wide enough for two ships to pass abreast. Tall towers bristling with guns flank the entrance to the bay, and at the top of each tower is an enormous stone effigy of a crowned raven.
“Yes!” I say, pounding the railing. “Yes, yes. Locke, this is magnificent. This is—gods. I heard of this place once, but I never thought I’d get to see it.”
He’s about to answer, but then he grabs my arm and leans in, examining my bicep. “Did you know your tattoo is fading, mate? I can feel the magic in it slipping away.”
“Ah yes. I’ve noticed that it’s less distinct than it used to be. The royal tattoo mage of Thannira is not very skilled. Ruelle tells me some of her tattoos hold, and others don’t last long.”
“Interesting.” Locke is still frowning at my arm. “Well, I suppose that means you’ll be truly free soon. Except for the tattoo you’ll take tonight, the one protecting the secret of this place.”
“Of course.”
“And what will you do once the thrall tattoo wears away?” Locke’s eyes bore into mine.
“I will stay with her. Always. She became mine the moment she claimed me.”
A smile breaks over his face. “Odd how that works, isn’t it?”
We chuckle, and then I say, “I’m going to wake Ruelle. She needs to see this.”
As I turn, I nearly bump into Veronica in my haste. She steps aside with a wry smile and says, “Rue isn’t going to be happy with you, Ducayne.”
“I know.” I keep running, threading among the deckhands and descending below, to our tiny cabin in the hold, where I lift Ruelle straight out of the bunk. She comes up bleary-eyed and rosy, clutching a knife like a child might grip a favorite toy.
“What is happening?” She rubs her eyes with her free hand and pushes aside tangled blonde hair.
“We’re approaching Ravensbeck. It’s beautiful, Rue, and I want you to see it.”
“Fuck you,” she mumbles, her head lolling against my shoulder. “You snored last night.”
“I’m sorry, sweetheart.” Awkwardly I manage the ladder with her on one arm, and then I scoop her up with both arms again, cradling her to my chest.
“Locke noticed that my tattoo is fading,” I tell her as I carry her across the deck.
She blinks up at me. “What did he say?”
“Asked if I would stay with you once it was gone.”
“Of course he did.”
“I told him always. I will always stay with you.”
A moment of quiet—and then she grips my jaw, so hard it hurts, and she drags my mouth to hers. A quick kiss, full of everything she doesn’t say.
“Even if you decide you don’t want me, I’ll linger,” I promise. “I’ll hide under your bed and leap out of dark corners. And if I die, I’ll haunt you—”
She gasps and slaps me. “You bastard.”
“I will.” I bend my head, nuzzling against her neck. “I’ll haunt you with ghostly snores, and I’ll be your reflection in mirrors. And when you’re asleep—” I shift her in my arms, reaching between her thighs— “I will put my ghostly fingers right here—”
She jumps out of my arms and runs away, ducking behind Veronica, who turns with an indulgent, “What’s he done now?”
I hold up my hands innocently. “I was merely proclaiming my undying devotion to my Princess.”
“You stay away from me,” says Ruelle, brandishing her dagger. Her eyes sparkle, and the smile hovering over her mouth is the sun of my world.
“Or you’ll cut me? Oh Princess—you forget how much I enjoy your sweet tortures.”
“How could any of us forget?” Locke says dryly. “We hear the sweet tortures all too often. Nick, darling, when we get home remind me to have Madam Thora put these two in a room very far from ours.”
I guffaw. “You two are worthy rivals in that area. The sounds I’ve heard coming from the captain’s cabin—gods. It’s enough to make a thrall blush.”
“Can’t help it.” Locke tugs Veronica closer.
She shakes her head at him. “Speaking of thralls—did you know that when Locke first brought me here, he led me through the streets with a collar and chain, as his paid whore?”
“What?” Ruelle stares. “But you hate the notion of thralls.”
“Paid whore. And she consented to the leash. There’s a difference,” Locke growls. “I was protecting her—and yes, protecting myself. Those were darker times. Before she made me the kinder, wiser, yet still very imposing and powerful man I am today.”
Ruelle doesn’t respond—her attention has been captured by the magnificent towers with their crowned ravens. We’re passing between them now, into the bay.
“Come, love.” Veronica draws Locke away. “We’ve seen it. Let them have a moment.”
I’m grateful for her insight, because I do want this moment with Ruelle.
I remember how I first saw my princess—the night sky past her balcony, gauzy curtains blowing in the breeze, moths fluttering. And she was in the center of it all, defiant, savage, with those bright green eyes, startled at my appearance in her room.
Now the lines of her body are softer, less rigid with constant watchfulness. She’s in her nightdress, hair mussed, teeth uncleaned, and she doesn’t care. She’s at ease on the deck of the Raven’s Frenzy. Her blonde hair ruffles lightly in the morning breeze, gilded by the rising sun.
She twists around, smiling at me. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
“Beautiful,” I answer. I approach behind her and slide my arms around her waist.
“I can hardly believe it,” she murmurs. “I got away. I’m safe here. Whatever happened back there—whatever the aftermath was of that horrible Summerglee—it can’t touch us. We escaped, Ducayne. We’re free.”
I hold her against me as the Raven’s Frenzy sails into the bay, guided by the expert hand of the navigator. The colorful homes and shops, the fluttering pennants, the peaks and towers and mountains of this place—they’re ours to explore. We will find work here—Locke has already hinted at putting Ruelle in charge of interrogations. We can find our footing together, not as princess and thrall, but as a man and a woman. And if one day we decide to leave and live elsewhere, we can do it. We have treasure and money enough, even without the lovely pieces Ruelle gifted to Locke and Veronica.
I saw Ruelle open one of our bags the other day—checking its contents. And among the fine glitter of the jewels lay a single dark cowrie shell, flecking with white. I saw her stroke it with one finger before she closed the satchel.
“Ducayne.” Her voice pulls me out of my reverie.
“Hm?” I tighten my arms around her.
“I wanted to wait until there was a special moment, and this is perhaps the most special moment of our lives, so—”
“Is it though? I thought we had a very special moment last night, Highness. And you had three special moments—”
“Shut up, thrall!” she snaps.
“Of course, of course—you’re eager to get back to the cabin, don’t want to come into port in your nightdress. You want to go and change, prepare for the day. I understand. I just wanted you to see it, you know—the vista, the view of it all.”
I release her, but she turns to me, clutching my arms, looking up at me with fierce determination in her green eyes. “You impossible, beautiful bastard. I love you.”
I freeze.
Those words, coming from her, knowing her past—
Fuck.
I can’t speak.
She grins at my expression. “Come here.”
She pulls my face down to hers and kisses me as we sail into Ravensbeck, into safety, into freedom.






SPOTIFY PLAYLIST


Sign up for my newsletter and receive news and updates!


And look for the next book in this series, "Jailer to the Death God."






[image: A picture containing flower, plant, necklet  Description automatically generated]
The DARK RULERS adult fantasy romance series
Bride to the Fiend Prince
Captive of the Pirate King
Prize of the Warlord
The Warlord's Treasure
Healer to the Ash King
Pawn of the Cruel Princess


The INFERNAL CONTESTS duet
Interior Design for Demons
Infernal Trials for Humans


FOR THE LOVE OF THE VILLAIN adult fairytale series
The Sea Witch (Little Mermaid retelling with a male Sea Witch)




The IMMORTAL WARRIORS adult fantasy romance series
The Horseman of Sleepy Hollow
Jack Frost
The Gargoyle Prince
Wendy, Darling (Neverland Fae Book 1)
Captain Pan
(Neverland Fae Book 2)
Hades: God of the Dead
Apollo: God of the Sun


The PANDEMIC MONSTERS trilogy
The Vampires Will Save You
The Chimera Will Claim You
The Monster Will Rescue You


The SAVAGE SEAS universe
The Teeth in the Tide
(Savage Seas Book 1)
The Demons in the Deep (Savage Seas Book 2)
These Wretched Wings (A Savage Seas Universe novel)






MORE BOOKS
Lair of Thieves and Foxes
 
Her Dreadful Will
(contemporary witchy villain romance)



cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg
REBECCA F. KENNEY





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg
TRIGGER
WARNINGS






images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg
4, MORE BOOKS

REBECCA F. KENNEY





