
	
		
			[image: 9781907753732.jpg]
		

	


	
		
			Title Page

			BONDMAIDEN

			by

			B. A. BRADBURY

			[image: missing image file]

			Publisher Information

			Bondmaiden first published in 2005 by

			Chimera Books Ltd

			www.chimerabooks.co.uk

			Digital edition converted and published by 

			Andrews UK Limited 2010

			www.andrewsuk.com

			New Authors Welcome

			Copyright © B. A. Bradbury

			The right of B. A. Bradbury to be identified as author of this book has been asserted in accordance with section 77 and 78 of the Copyrights Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			Chimera - a creation of the imagination, a wild fantasy

			Advisory Note

			This novel is fiction – in real life practice safe sex
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			The characters and situations in this book are entirely imaginary and bear no relation to any real person or actual happening.

			Introduction

			Lia heard footsteps. Not knowing what was happening was simply unbearable, and she turned her head in time to see Dagna hand Holmann a stick the length of his arm and as stout as his thumb. The overseer took a step closer.

			‘Hold them wrists tight now, Jarold,’ he said. ‘Have you got her?’

			‘I got her, master,’ the young man confirmed. ‘She won’t get away from me, never fear.’

			‘Good lad.’ Holmann raised his arm and whipped the stick down, and Lia gave a yelp of shock at the fierce, stinging pain. More strokes followed, equally cruel, and soon her bottom was on fire. She had never been beaten before, and hadn’t been prepared for how much it would hurt.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			Each Friday evening, at dusk, three soldiers from the town would come to their hut in the village and use Lia’s sister. For an hour, or sometimes two, Lia would sit beside her father and try to ignore what was taking place behind the curtain that screened the girls’ bed. The curtain was ragged and threadbare, and the soldiers always insisted the rushlight stay lit, so that little was left to the imagination. Lia was only too aware of Helma being made to kneel and suck the men’s cocks, or lie on the bed while they mounted her one after the other, or in pairs, or all three at once. Neither Lia nor her father spoke, but Lia’s silence was a resentful, bitter one, while her father seemed more bewildered than angry. He would simply sit and stare sadly at the floor until the men left. Then Helma would emerge, unable to meet their eyes, and go out to the stream to bathe, and when she returned Lia would help her prepare supper.

			Helma was beautiful – everyone said she was the most beautiful young woman in all the land – which was why the soldiers wanted her. She worked in the fields, as Lia’s father did, and as Lia herself had done since she was a little girl, planting and weeding and gathering the crops according to the season, and carrying water from the river in dry spells. Lia loved her sister, as she loved her father – though she hated his weakness – and dreamed of taking herself and them away, far from the soldiers. But serfs weren’t allowed to leave the village without the overseer’s permission, and there was nowhere to go in any case. If they ran they would be caught and hanged, as a warning to others. And so it went on, week after week; and Lia grew more angry and desperate, and her father more bewildered, and her sister more unhappy, until Lia thought her heart would break.

			Perhaps one day it would have spilled over into violence. Perhaps she would have struck out at them, though it meant death for a serf even to raise a hand against a soldier. But Lia thought it might come to that, for she felt her head would burst with it all. And there was another possibility, equally frightening. Lia would soon be of marriageable age. The soldiers knew this, and had started looking at her in a different way, as though she was their property. The very last time one had smiled at her knowingly, and she realised they would soon take her behind the curtain too. And the worst thing of all was that she could do nothing to stop them.

			Then, just two days later, something happened that changed everything. The castle guards came for her.

			There were two of them, wearing the red and black surcoats of the citadel over their iron mail, and they stood in the doorway and told her father she was wanted. Her father just gaped at them, uncomprehending, whilst Helma gave a sob of dismay, as if she knew she would never see Lia again. She blocked their path, pleading with them, saying Lia was a good girl and had done no wrong. One pushed her roughly aside and stepped into the hut, and Helma seized his arm and tried to hold him back. Lia froze in horror, knowing they could kill her for laying hands on them. She tried to speak, to explain to them, but they told her to get her things and be quick or it would be the worse for all of them.

			So Lia ran to the bed, pulling out the bag beneath that held her few belongings – her spare smock, a washcloth and comb, and the small wooden cross Father Adalard had given her. One of the guards had taken Helma out, and when Lia ran past her father, standing helpless and bewildered still, she saw her sister being led away. The second man had waited, and now they followed, along the street towards the village square.

			She wanted to hurry, but her escort wouldn’t be rushed, so Helma and the first guard stayed a little way ahead. When they reached the square the man took Helma up the steps onto the platform. Lia cried out then, knowing what was coming, but her throat was tight with fear and what emerged was little more than a whimper.

			At a word from the guard Helma started to take off her clothes. She was frightened, Lia could see, looking around for her sister even while she undressed. She caught sight of Lia and opened her mouth as if to call out, but the guard cuffed her and spoke sharply to her.

			A small crowd was already gathering, for Sunday was the day of rest and the streets were full of folk. There were excited murmurs and some curses as spectators jostled for position. A serf’s life was hard, with few entertainments or diversions, and someone else’s suffering was a treat not to be missed. Finally Helma stood before them, naked and trembling.

			‘Don’t spare the rod, captain!’ someone called out. ‘Lay on hard and make those big tits bounce!’

			It was Osgood the miller. All around the platform familiar faces were grinning and laughing: men, women, and even the children.

			The guard spoke again, and Helma stepped between the posts, spread her legs and raised her arms. The guard took her wrists and ankles in turn and tied them to iron rings at the top and bottom of the posts, so she formed a cross, pale against the dark backdrop of huts. A chorus of voices rose up, competing with each other in their lewdness. Helma’s eyes were full of shame and fear.

			The guard took an ash wand from the barrel and flexed it to test its resilience. Helma was to be flogged, and the severity of the beating was entirely his to determine. He could flay the skin off her if he so wished, and there was no one to gainsay him. Grimfaced, he drew back his arm and struck her across the bottom, brutally hard. She shrieked, shock and pain clear in her face, and her back bent like a bow as her hips thrust forward.

			‘If you’re wanting something to brace against, mistress,’ the miller called out, pretending to unfasten his hose, ‘I have a staff right here!’

			There were peals of laughter from the crowd. The second guard led Lia away, pulling her arm when she hesitated. She went with him for her sister’s sake, knowing that anything she did or said would only compound the crime and bring the guards’ fury down on both of them. All the way down the street she heard the sound of rod striking bare flesh, and Helma’s terrible cries. Her punishment, Lia knew, would be long and severe as an example to all. Soldiers and overseers must be obeyed. For a serf, failure to comply meant pain or death – there was no other way.

			The guard had a horse tethered outside the inn, which he mounted and hauled Lia up behind him. As they moved off she gave one last look back, her chest aching, then faced forward and tried not to think of her sister’s suffering. There was nothing she could do to help except obey without question: the rule all serfs were taught at an early age. She could do that, she thought, in spite of her misery.

			The town was built on a hill by a bend in the river. Around the lower slopes ran a palisade, the tops of the logs sharpened into spikes, with wooden watchtowers at intervals and a single gate. The towers were permanently manned and the gate shut and barred at night, for these were troubled times when Attland must look to her defences. There had been skirmishes on the border with neighbouring Osburg just this past month, and folk talked fearfully of war.

			The lord and master of Attland was King Ulric, who ruled the town and all the land around for three days’ march: some two score villages and countless hundreds of folk. There were other kings in other lands, Lia had heard, for freedmen were allowed to travel, and she would eavesdrop on the conversation of merchant or priest whenever she could, hoping to learn of a place she might take her sister and father, where they could be free. But she was a woman, almost, and the idea that serfs might escape their bondage was no more than a childish fantasy.

			They approached the gate, the horse labouring on the slope that steepened suddenly at the last, and Lia saw there were more soldiers on guard here than usual. For as long as she could remember she had come to the town with her father and sister for the midsummer fair. Everyone came, freeborn and serf alike, to celebrate the feast of Saint Ivar, patron saint of Attland. Happy times, with bread and ale for all; but Lia’s heart was heavy now as the horse plodded along the narrow, busy streets, past shops and inns and the huts of common folk. The crowds thinned as they climbed higher, past the soldiers’ barracks and the brick and timber houses of wealthy merchants, and the cathedral of pale grey stone. At the very top of the hill stood the castle, with its high walls to keep out the unwanted, and tall towers flying red and black flags. This was where the king and queen dwelt, along with the royal guard and household.

			The horse’s hooves thudded hollowly as they crossed the wooden drawbridge over the ditch that surrounded the walls. Lia had never been in this place, and as they passed through the stone archway she gawked at the thick walls and the towers with narrow slits for windows, and the hard-packed earth of the ward with not a blade of grass in sight. But most of all she stared at the keep, a massive square tower that sat in the middle of the ward. This was the very heart of the citadel, Father Adalard had told her – indeed, it was the heart of the kingdom, for it housed the royal family and their household. She looked up at the high windows, thinking she might see the king, but they remained shadowy and empty, and her eyes were drawn eventually to the bustle around her.

			There were soldiers everywhere, and other folk too: squires practicing with sword and shield, grooms saddling horses, a blacksmith working at his forge, a boy hurrying from the keep on some errand, a parchment clutched in his hand. Around all four sides of the ward, nestling close up against the wall, were wooden huts with thatched roofs. Lia supposed this was where these people lived.

			The guard rode up to the keep and they dismounted. A man was standing in the doorway watching their approach, and he stepped forward. He was wearing an embroidered tunic, and his belt bore a silver clasp and a fancy dagger in a sheath. Lia knew from his apparel that this was a person of importance.

			‘Where’s Manfrid?’ he asked.

			‘Back at the village, seneschal,’ the guard said. ‘This one’s sister earned herself a beating.’

			The man turned to Lia, who was standing with her head bowed meekly as a serf should in the presence of her betters. He put his finger under her chin and tipped up her face, turning her head from side to side. ‘She’s a pretty one, for a fact. What’s your name, girl?’

			‘Lia, master,’ she whispered, trembling.

			‘Well, Lia, a word of advice: work hard and obey orders. We have no time for slackers and troublemakers here. There’s no shortage of rods in the castle, nor men who know how to use them, as wayward girls soon learn to their cost. Go along with Garek now and remember what I said. I’ll be keeping a close eye on your progress.’

			He told the guard to deliver her to the kitchen. Garek took her arm and led her through the doorway into the keep, then turned left into a low arched passageway. After a dozen paces the passageway opened out into a big chamber with a curved ceiling, like the inside of a barrel. To her left was a huge open fireplace, with pots and kettles hanging on hooks, and a large roasting spit. In the middle of the room was a big wooden table, and in the corner a long stone sink.

			There were two men and three women, and Garek left her in the care of a short fat bald man whom she presumed was the overseer. A change of master is always a frightening time for a serf, and this man seemed stern and unfriendly. He looked Lia up and down, scowling.

			‘And who might you be?’

			‘Lia, master.’

			‘Are you a virgin?’ She nodded, startled by the directness of the question. ‘We’ll see,’ he said. ‘Stand still.’ He pulled up her skirts and pushed his hand between her legs. Lia whimpered, trembling. ‘Keep still, I said!’ he growled, as he carefully eased his finger into her sex and explored her. ‘Intact – and see to it you stay that way. You’re in the royal castle now, not some stinking village hut with goat shit on the floor. Only a noble like the king or Prince Baran can deflower you here, understand?’

			‘Yes, master.’

			‘You’d best not forget it. I’ll have the skin off your arse if you let some servant or rough-arsed soldier mount you, make no mistake.’

			He glared at her a moment longer to reinforce the threat, then turned to a handsome young woman with jet-black hair. She was standing just behind the man with her arms folded, staring at Lia in a hostile fashion.

			‘Where’s Jarold?’ the overseer asked her.

			‘You sent him off to Cavell with the fish order,’ she said, ‘remember?’

			‘So I did,’ the man grumbled. ‘Bugger!’

			He looked at the three others in the room. The first was a young man, occupied cleaning vegetables. The second was a fair-haired girl about Lia’s age, who was crouched by the fire stirring a pot. Watching over her was a plump old woman with a round red face and grey hair done up in a bun. The two young ones kept their heads down and busied themselves with their allotted tasks, while the old woman looked on indifferently. The overseer finally jabbed his chin at the young man.

			‘You, Durwin, take this one to the laundry and get her some respectable clothes, then show her where she sleeps. Make sure she stows her things tidily, mind. And don’t dawdle: there’s a lot to do today and we’re short-handed with Jensine away.’

			The young man beckoned to Lia, and she followed him to the far end of the kitchen and out through another door.

			‘That was our overseer, Holmann, in case you didn’t know,’ he said with a wry smile, as soon as they were out of earshot. ‘Friendly soul, isn’t he? It’s a miracle he called me Durwin just now – usually it’s cockroach. You said your name’s Lia?’

			She nodded. He was a year or two older than her and a head taller, with unruly brown hair. He seemed friendly enough, and had nice eyes and a nice smile. He took her along a narrow passageway with storerooms on either side packed with crates and barrels, explaining that they contained provisions to feed the garrison in case of siege. The sight of all these stores made Lia think there might be some truth in the rumours of war with Osburg.

			They came to a larger room that was full of steam and almost unbearably hot. A row of cauldrons hung over a fire as big as the one in the kitchen, and there were several wooden tubs full of water. A woman was wringing out wet clothing, and as they entered she wiped her hands on her apron and came forward to meet them.

			‘Lia, this is Kerta,’ Durwin said. ‘Holmann sometimes sends us here to lend a hand, when he can spare us from the kitchen.’

			‘Aye… sometimes,’ Kerta said with a tired smile. ‘I could wish it were more often.’ She looked weary, and Lia guessed that the work in the laundry was hard. Kerta was middle-aged and slender, with dark-brown hair tied back from her rather plain face. She went into a small side room and returned with two grey smocks, neatly folded, a pair of leather slippers, a washcloth, and a clean square of linen for drying oneself. As she handed them over Lia saw that her hands were red from all the washing.

			‘Two smocks,’ Kerta said, ‘one to wear, one to wash. Drop it off here in the morning and I’ll have it washed and ironed and ready for collection by noon. The same goes for towels.’

			‘You have to keep clean when you work in the kitchen,’ Durwin explained. ‘If your hands or smock are dirty you’ll be punished. He’s very strict like that, our overseer.’

			But Lia was clean by habit and inclination, bathing every day as Helma had taught her, and with her new clothes in a bundle under her arm she followed Durwin along another passageway to the dormitory, a long, low chamber with two rows of beds and a screen of willow hurdles down the middle.

			‘Men on the left, women on the right,’ Durwin said. ‘All the downstairs servants sleep here, not just the kitchen staff. Right now there’s two men and six women, including you. It should be seven, but Jensine’s just had a baby. She’s staying in the town with her sister till she’s strong enough to come back to work.’

			There were gaps in the screen, Lia saw, so there would be little or no privacy.

			‘The washroom’s at the far end,’ Durwin went on. ‘The newest servant – that’s you – has to fetch two buckets of water every morning from the well so the others can have a strip-wash. Tomorrow morning someone will show you what to do: Tilda, probably, as she was newest till you arrived. Once a week we go down to the river to bathe properly and wash our hair, but not all together. I’m with the Friday lot; that’s me, Kerta and Clady, who you haven’t met yet. Clady’s the seamstress. I don’t know which group you’ll be with; that’s for Holmann to decide.’

			He pointed out a spare bed and Lia put her bag underneath it. ‘Get changed,’ he said, ‘you have to wear the proper things here.’

			Lia waited for him to leave or turn his back, but he just stood there, hands on hips, a faint smile on his face. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘you haven’t got anything I haven’t seen before.’

			Lia stripped off her things, feeling heat rise to her cheeks, but before she could put on her new clothes Durwin stepped closed. ‘Better check to see if you’re clean,’ he said. ‘Show me your hands.’

			Lia held them out and he took them in his own, turning them over. ‘Hmm… not bad. Turn around.’

			She did so, and he unfastened the plaited grass ribbon that tied back her hair and stroked her long tresses. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Keep it as clean as this and you’ll be all right. Turn back this way.’

			She turned around to face him, and he put his hands on her breasts. She gasped and tried to step back, but the edge of the low bed pressed against her calves.

			‘Stand still,’ the young man said. He kneaded her breasts, pushing them up and together like the soldiers did to Helma. ‘Nice…’ he drooled. ‘Lovely and firm… and bigger than Dagna’s, even. You’re prettier than she is, too, and she won’t like that, so you’ll have to watch out for her.’

			Lia was too flustered and embarrassed by what he was doing to ask who Dagna was. No one had ever touched her like this. No one had seen her naked, except Helma. Then Durwin’s right hand slid downwards, over her flat belly and between her legs. She gasped and jerked her hips back.

			‘Keep still,’ he said sharply. ‘Don’t be silly; I know the rules about not deflowering virgins.’

			Lia forced herself into immobility, and Durwin’s fingers began rubbing up and down her sex. She was trembling as though she had the ague, and despite his assurances she was terrified of what he might do, with the overseer’s threat still ringing in her ears.

			‘Such a lot of fuss over a quick feel,’ Durwin said, more softly now. ‘Others won’t be so gentle. You’ll be getting a lot worse than this soon, believe me. A lot worse.’

			He continued to rub her for several minutes, and something strange started to happen. She felt a tingling between her legs that she didn’t understand at all. Though she was ashamed at what was happening, and afraid of him, somehow she didn’t want it to stop.

			But Durwin abruptly took his hand away and told her to dress, and she did so hurriedly, relieved to be able to cover her nakedness. He took her back to the kitchens, pausing briefly to point out another door along the way.

			‘This is Holmann’s room,’ he said. ‘He likes to be close so he can keep an eye on us.’

			The overseer rounded on them the instant they showed their faces. ‘And where have you two been all this time, eh?’ he snapped. ‘Idling about, I’ll warrant. I swear, lad, if it wasn’t for the fact there’s two baskets of vegetables to wash and chop I’d have the hide off you. Get on with it, cockroach, before I change my mind!’

			‘Yes, master,’ Durwin mumbled as he scurried off back to his chores.

			‘As for you, my girl,’ the overseer snapped, glaring at Lia, ‘you’ve just earned yourself a taste of the rod. Get them clothes off, and be quick about it.’

			Chapter Two

			Lia undressed, her cheeks burning worse than before. The plump old woman paid no attention, seeming more interested in the cooking, unlike Durwin and the young woman. They kept sneaking glances when they thought Holmann wasn’t looking, while the black-haired woman stared openly. She stood beside the overseer, who draped his arm over her shoulder as though she was his property.

			‘Is this what they’re sending us now?’ she sneered. ‘Village scum who doesn’t know left from right? Should have stayed with the pigs where she belongs, I say.’

			‘You never spoke a truer word, Dag,’ Holmann agreed. ‘Why is it me gets all the stupid ones to train, eh? There’s no justice in this world.’

			Lia was naked now, shivering, eyes downcast while the two of them continued to pour scorn on her. She tried to turn away to hide her shame, but Holmann was having none of it. He caught hold of her wrists and jerked her arms up, turning her this way and that to get a better look at her. His fleshy lips parted in a leer as he eyed her greedily. The woman noticed this and shot Lia a look of pure spite.

			‘Where are you from, pig-girl?’

			‘Th-three Elms village, mistress.’

			‘You trying to be funny?’ she snapped indignantly. ‘Who are you calling mistress?’

			She pinched Lia’s nipple and twisted it cruelly, and Lia squealed at the sudden pain and tears sprang to her eyes.

			‘It’s Dagna to you, bitch. Don’t you know anything? You only use mistress to the queen’s ladies-in-waiting. You use my lady to the queen and the princesses, and my lord to the king and Prince Baran. Not that you’ll ever see the royal apartments, not in a thousand years. They don’t want some pig-girl showing her face where civilised people live.’

			With a final agonising twist she let go of Lia’s nipple. Holmann released her wrists and turned to a gangly young man with ginger hair who had just walked in with a basket of fish.

			‘Jarold, come hold her,’ Holmann called out. ‘She hasn’t the sense to stand still for a beating, this one.’

			With a grin the young man approached, wiping his hands on his tunic, then turned away and bent his knees. Lia was made to lean her front against his back, with her arms over his shoulders; he then grasped her wrists and straightened, lifting her feet off the floor. He then leaned forward so that she was held at an angle.

			‘The heavy stick, Holmann?’ she heard Dagna say.

			‘I’m tempted,’ Holmann said. ‘But no; the light, for a first offence.’

			‘You’re too soft,’ Dagna said, sounding disappointed.

			Lia heard footsteps. Not knowing what was happening was simply unbearable, and she turned her head in time to see Dagna hand Holmann a stick the length of his arm and as stout as his thumb. The overseer took a step closer.

			‘Hold them wrists tight now, Jarold,’ he said. ‘Have you got her?’

			‘I got her, master,’ the young man confirmed. ‘She won’t get away from me, never fear.’

			‘Good lad.’ Holmann raised his arm and whipped the stick down, and Lia gave a yelp of shock at the fierce, stinging pain. More strokes followed, equally cruel, and soon her bottom was on fire. She had never been beaten before, and hadn’t been prepared for how much it would hurt.

			‘Keep them legs down!’ Holmann snapped, striking her calves, her heels having risen of their own accord in response to the burning pain, but she hurriedly straightened her legs and Holmann resumed the beating.

			‘It’s like you said, Hol,’ Dagna muttered. ‘Stupid, right enough.’

			The black-haired woman was standing beside him watching the proceedings with a satisfied smirk on her face. Lia closed her eyes, wanting to shut it all out, but darkness brought no relief from pain and she sobbed as she squirmed on the scrawny accomplice’s back.

			At last it stopped and Jarold lowered her to the floor. She rubbed her burning bottom, hanging her head in shame, and Holmann told her to put her things on. When she was dressed he pushed her over to the sink in the corner and set her scrubbing cooking pots with a damp rag and a box of fine sand.

			‘I want to see my face in them pans,’ he said, ‘or it’s the stick again for you, understand?’

			‘Yes, master,’ she said miserably.

			He left her, and she picked up the first pot. She dipped the rag into the sand and began to scrub. The grime was baked on and she had to rub hard. Soon her arm was aching and her fingers were sore, for the sand chafed her skin. But she daren’t stop, remembering his threat. She rinsed off the first pot and started on the second.

			That night Lia couldn’t sleep. The pain from the beating had receded, and it wasn’t that which kept her awake. She was afraid of this place, and afraid of Holmann and Dagna. She thought with longing of her home, and would have given anything – everything – to be there right now, snuggling close to Helma, warm and safe.

			In the dormitory the sounds were strange. Beyond the partition, in the men’s half, someone was snoring. Two beds away to Lia’s left a girl muttered and groaned as though having a nightmare. Perhaps Lia would have bad dreams too if she’d been able to sleep. But she couldn’t, not a wink. She lay awake, listening to the others and fighting back the tears that threatened to engulf her.

			Then she heard a new sound: the padding of bare feet on the stone flags. Someone came to her bedside, and a single rushlight burned at the far end of the dormitory and cast just enough light for Lia to see a figure leaning over her. She shrank away, clutching the blanket tight, and then the figure spoke.

			‘It’s me, Durwin,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t be frightened, I won’t hurt you.’ He lay down beside her and tugged gently at the blanket. ‘I only want to cuddle. I won’t hurt you, I promise.’

			She stared at his dark shape, and finally relaxed her grip on the blanket. He slid underneath and wriggled close to her, his hands crawling straight to her breasts.

			‘By the saints, you’re freezing,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll soon warm you up.’ He mauled her, and she gasped. ‘Nice, huh?’ he murmured. ‘You like it, don’t you?’

			While his left hand continued squeezing her breasts his right slid down between her legs. She wriggled and whimpered in protest as his finger sought her sex, but he hushed her, sounding anxious, and she guessed this nighttime tryst was against the rules. She wanted him to go, fearful of what would happen if they were caught, but he began to stroke her and any resisting words stuck in her throat. His fingertip found the little nub of her sex and flicked it rapidly and soon she was panting, but then he stopped, leaving her disappointed and wanting something more, though she didn’t know what.

			‘My turn now,’ he whispered.

			He showed her what to do, pulling her hand to his cock. She gasped and recoiled, for she’d never touched a man there before. She’d seen one before, lots of times, for the three who came to use Helma always stripped off in front of her. They laughed when they caught her sneaking guilty looks at them, and wagged their stiff cocks in her face, inviting her to pull on them or worse. She hated the soldiers, but this was different. Durwin had been nice to her, so now she grasped him tentatively and felt his cock become hard as stone. He held her wrist and moved her hand up and down while she squeezed his shaft. He let out a long, soft groan of pleasure and began to move his hips.

			 Suddenly, without a word, he pulled away and rolled out of bed. She heard him scurry back to his own bed, and then a few moments later she heard a heavy tread coming along the passageway. Holmann appeared bearing a lantern. He prowled along the women’s beds, stopping at each in turn and briefly lifting the blanket. When he came to her bed Lia closed her eyes and feigned sleep. She felt the blanket move, and felt the creep of cold air against her skin. It seemed an eternity before he covered her and moved on. He reached the end of the row and came back, pausing briefly at Lia’s bed before moving on again. Finally he left, to her relief.

			She wondered if Durwin would come again. Part of her hoped he would, for she could forget her troubles for a while when he touched her, though she was still afraid of being caught. But he didn’t return, and she fell asleep despite everything; the next thing she knew was someone shaking her.

			‘Wake up; it’s almost dawn. Come on, sleepy-head, there’s work to be done.’

			It was the fair-haired girl Lia had seen in the kitchen when she first arrived. Lia rose and dressed, and followed her through into the washroom where they collected two buckets, one big and one small. The girl handed Lia the smaller bucket.

			‘I’m to show you what to do today,’ she said as they left the washroom. ‘Tomorrow you have to do it by yourself. My name’s Tilda, by the way. You’re Lia, aren’t you?’

			She smiled, and Lia nodded and smiled back, though her heart wasn’t in it. She was already worrying about this new duty, convinced she would never wake up in time to perform it. She would be punished for certain if she overslept.

			‘A guard will wake you,’ Tilda said, as if she could read Lia’s mind. ‘We have an arrangement with them. They change at dawn, and the night sentry comes here before he goes off duty.’

			They went out to the ward, and Lia saw they weren’t the only ones stirring. Two men were grooming horses outside a stable, the blacksmith was lighting his fire, and a sleepy-eyed boy with tousled hair was filling a bucket at the well. They waited until he’d finished and staggered off with his load, then Tilda set her bucket on the step and pumped the handle. Water gushed from the wooden spout, which was carved into a dragon’s head, and splashed into the bucket.

			‘One thing I forgot to tell you,’ Tilda said. ‘The guard will want a favour in return for waking you up.’

			‘What sort of favour?’

			‘It depends who’s on duty. It used to be extra food, but Holmann put a stop to that, so now it’s usually chores. You might have to clean someone’s boots or mend his clothes. It’s Stig this week, and he just wants a good grope.’

			‘A grope?’

			Tilda nodded. Her bucket was full and she lifted it off the step. Lia put her bucket in its place and began to pump. The handle was stiff and squeaked loudly.

			‘That’s how he wakes you up; by groping you under the blanket.’ Tilda sat on the step, holding up her skirts so they wouldn’t get splashed. ‘I wouldn’t mind, but his hands are always cold. You’ll find out, because I told him to wake you up tomorrow, not me.’

			Unexpectedly she grinned, and Lia decided she liked Tilda, who seemed cheerful in spite of everything.

			They carried the buckets back, setting the small one down outside Holmann’s room. Tilda rapped lightly on the door with her knuckles. ‘Master Holmann, are you awake?’

			A groan and a curse told them he was, so they made their escape. They took the big bucket to the washroom, then Tilda started to wake all the others. They bathed in order of seniority – the old woman from the kitchen went in first, then Kerta the laundress, then Jarold, then Durwin, then a plump young woman Lia didn’t know until Tilda told her she was Clady the seamstress. When everyone else had finished Tilda and Lia went in, and Tilda immediately stripped off, seeming not to mind at all that Lia was watching. She was a very pretty girl with a slender figure. Her breasts were smooth and firm, slightly smaller than Lia’s, and tipped with pale pink nipples. She sponged herself all over with a washcloth, shivering as she did so, then dried and dressed hurriedly.

			‘We have to be quick,’ she explained. ‘Holmann will beat us if we’re late.’

			As Lia bathed it occurred to her that Dagna wasn’t there, and hadn’t been in the dormitory all night. She asked Tilda about it and was told that Dagna usually slept with Holmann. Six nights a week, in fact, though not on Thursdays.

			‘Thursday night he takes one of us others to bed,’ she said. ‘That’s how Jensine got pregnant. It’ll be you this week, for sure; you must have seen the way he looks at you. He can’t poke you, of course, you being a virgin and all, so he’ll probably make you suck him. Have you ever sucked a cock before?’

			Lia shook her head and felt herself blushing. She dried herself and slipped on her smock, thinking of Helma on her knees, her head moving back and forth as she serviced the soldiers.

			‘It’s not so bad,’ Tilda said. ‘True, Holmann’s old and ugly, but at least he keeps himself clean, which is more than you can say for some.’

			They hurried along to the kitchen. The overseer scowled at them, and Lia was sure he would beat them for tardiness, but fortunately the old woman asked him a question and distracted him.

			‘That’s Berta,’ Tilda whispered. ‘She does most of the actual cooking. For some reason Holmann never seems to pick her for his bedmate on a Thursday. I wonder why…’

			She giggled, and Lia looked at Holmann fearfully, sure he would hear. But the overseer was busy delegating tasks. Jarold was sent off for fresh eggs, and Lia was ordered to go with him to learn the routine.

			‘Pay attention to what Jarold tells you,’ Holmann warned her sternly. ‘He knows what’s what.’

			Lia followed the ginger young man to the ward. They didn’t go out through the front gate but used a small postern door in the castle’s back wall instead.

			‘I always go this way,’ Jarold said. ‘It’s quicker than using the main gate. They used to have hens here in the castle, but the cockerel’s crowing disturbed the queen’s sleep, so now we have to go to the town. Keep up or you’ll get lost, then you’ll be in real trouble.’

			Beyond the gate a narrow footbridge spanned the defensive ditch. They crossed and walked down into the lower part of the town, with Lia trying to remember all the twists and turns. They went into the yard of a house somewhat bigger than the rest, and Jarold introduced her to the man who kept the hens. His name was Watt and he offered to get the eggs, but Jarold shook his head. ‘We’ll do it. That way we know they’re fresh.’

			The man shrugged, and Lia and Jarold went off to the coop; a long low shack with two rows of laying boxes and a barrel of grain in the corner for feed. They collected two score eggs and put them in the sack Jarold had brought along.

			‘That’s that, then,’ he said. ‘Just one more thing before we leave.’ He unfastened his hose and took out his cock, which Lia saw was stiff. Alarmed, she stepped back. ‘Don’t be shy,’ he said with a sickly leer. ‘All I want is a wank. Nothing to fret about.’

			Lia shook her head, too horrified to speak, but Jarold just laughed. ‘Oh yes you will, or I’ll tell Holmann what you and Durwin got up to last night.’

			Lia stared at him, stunned and aghast. He stood there, stooping a little under the low roof, leering at her as he played with his cock.

			‘Thought I was asleep, didn’t you?’ he said. He made a snoring noise, and she realised he was the one she’d heard as she lay there in the dark. Presumably he’d done it to fool Durwin – and it had worked.

			‘You’ll get a thrashing a lot worse than the last one,’ he promised her. ‘There’s nothing our overseer hates worse than fornication. He’ll beat your arse black and blue for what you did, believe me.’

			Lia did believe him. She realised how much trouble she was in and started to tremble, nerves and nausea churning her insides. ‘W-what do you want me to d-do?’ she stammered.

			‘Sit down for a start,’ he said. ‘Even a bumpkin with dung in her ears should be able to manage that, I reckon.’

			A plank ledge ran around two sides of the coop at roughly knee-height, and he made her sit with her back to the wall. He shuffled closer, his bobbing cock pointing up at an angle, right in front of her face. She stared at the long shaft with its purple head as though mesmerised.

			‘Go on then,’ he sneered. ‘What are you waiting for? I know you know how to do it. Durwin’s been telling everyone all about your clever fingers.’

			She didn’t believe him. Durwin wouldn’t say anything. Jarold was just trying to make trouble between them.

			She reached out and took hold of his cock, and slid her hand back and forth as Durwin had taught her. Jarold groaned and began to push with his hips. She watched his face, concerned she wasn’t doing it properly. If she didn’t please him he might tell Holmann anyway, out of spite. But he seemed happy enough, for his eyes were half closed and his mouth hung open slackly.

			‘Take your smock off,’ he said after a while, his voice hoarse.

			‘My smock?’ she said nervously, fearing he wanted more than just her hand. ‘But—’

			‘Just take it off,’ he snapped impatiently. ‘I want to feel your teats, that’s all. Come on, we haven’t got all day.’

			She didn’t trust him, but knew she had no choice. She wriggled her skirts out from under her bottom and pulled her smock up over her head. Jarold grasped her breasts and squeezed, making her gasp.

			‘Carry on,’ he said.

			She took hold once more, and soon he was lost in his pleasure, moaning and thrusting ever faster with his hips. His fingers sank into her breasts, squeezing so hard she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. She knew what would happen next; she’d cleaned slime from the bed more times than she cared to remember while Helma was at the stream washing more of the stuff off her, and sure enough, Jarold grunted and squirted into the humid air. Most of it splattered onto the straw-covered floor, though a few drops hit Lia’s cheek and throat. He then pushed her hand away and fastened his hose, saying nothing and not even looking at her. She rose and put on her smock, wiping his slime from her face as she did, then he handed her the sack of eggs and grumbled, ‘Here, you carry these. And don’t break any or you know what to expect.’

			Chapter Three

			‘You two took your time,’ Tilda muttered. ‘Anyone else but Jarold would be in big trouble by now.’

			The two young women were washing pots together at the sink in the corner, temporarily out of earshot of the rest. It had to be the worst task of all, Lia thought, and having not been back long from fetching the eggs, she was beginning to understand there would never be a second’s peace for the most junior members of the kitchen staff.

			‘I was beginning to think Jarold might have something on his mind other than egg collecting,’ Tilda added, glancing at her suspiciously.

			Lia gave a guilty start, and felt heat rise to her cheeks. Tilda smiled knowingly. ‘Thought so,’ she said. ‘He wanted a special treat, didn’t he? For not telling Holmann about Durwin getting in bed with you.’ Lia’s mouth fell open and Tilda giggled. ‘What, it was supposed to be a secret or something? The way you were moaning last night I should think the whole palace heard. You need to be a lot quieter than that, or toads like Jarold will make your life here a misery.’

			Lia hung her head. There wasn’t anything else she could have done in the hencoop, but still she felt ashamed.

			‘What was it?’ Tilda asked, seeing her shame. ‘A wank?’

			Lia nodded miserably.

			‘Don’t feel bad,’ Tilda said, patting her hand. ‘I know you didn’t have any choice. Actually, you should be thankful it was only a wank he was wanting. When he knows you better and is feeling braver he’ll make you suck him off. He’s a slimy toad, our Jarold, always telling tales and creeping to the overseer—’

			‘What’s going on here then?’ a gruff voice demanded. ‘Idling, is it?’

			Two heads whipped round guiltily, but it was only Durwin playing a prank. Lia let out a sigh of relief, and Tilda swiped at him with her cloth.

			‘Idling?’ she cried with mock indignation. ‘We’re not all called Dagna, you know.’

			Her timing was unfortunate, for Dagna appeared just as she said her name. Lia doubted the woman heard everything clearly. Obviously she heard her name being mocked, but thankfully she merely told them to get on with their work, although bestowing upon Tilda a particularly venomous look.

			At noon lunch was carried up to the kitchen’s clientele, namely the royal family, their immediate household and servants, and the guards. The kitchen staff, Lia learned, always ate later, when everyone else was done and everything cleared away. Tilda and Lia were tasked with feeding the guards, and Tilda told her to fill a basket with bread, saying she would bring the stew.

			‘You need fourteen loaves,’ she said, ‘one for each of the men and one for the sergeant and captain. We only feed the king’s personal guard, you understand; the one’s who live here in the keep, that is. Most of the soldiers stay in the barracks in town. They have their own kitchens, so they’re nothing to do with us.’

			As she spoke she ladled steaming, fragrant beef stew from a big cauldron over the fire into a smaller pot. When she was done she led Lia to a narrow spiral stairway in the back corner of the kitchen. ‘This is the servants’ stair,’ she explained. ‘We aren’t allowed to use the main stairs at the front; they’re for highborn and soldiers only.’

			They made their way up the steep stairs to the guards’ quarters, where a roar of approval and raised wooden flagons greeted their arrival. The men – a few in mail armour, the rest in ordinary attire – were sitting at a long table in the middle of the room. They seemed in boisterous good spirits.

			‘As you can see,’ Tilda said ruefully, ‘they supply their own drinks. Obviously they started on the ale early.’ She set the pot down on the end of the table and shouted for silence. ‘This is Lia,’ she said, when the men had quietened somewhat. ‘She’s new, and she’s not to be manhandled. She’s a virgin, is what I’m saying, and you know what that means.’

			‘We know, Til,’ a big man with a grizzled beard said. ‘And how about you, sweetheart? Are you to be touched?’

			He made a grab for her, but she laughed and stepped nimbly out of harm’s way. ‘Not by an ugly sod like you I’m not, Varrik,’ she retorted.

			The others howled in approval and banged their flagons on the table. Tilda looked at Lia and rolled her eyes. ‘We’d better get them fed,’ she said over the din. ‘They aren’t likely to sober up anytime soon. Stay close to me, all right? If anyone grabs you tip the basket over his head.’

			Lia gulped, wishing she could be as calm and relaxed as Tilda was about all this. She would almost have preferred to hand-feed a pack of wolves! She followed Tilda around the table, more than a little impressed by the way she managed to ladle stew into the waiting bowls whilst simultaneously avoiding the clutching hands. As for Lia, close on her heels, she just handed each man a loaf and thanked the saints she didn’t have to run the gauntlet herself.

			At the very end Tilda’s concentration seemed to fail her. A soldier reached out and she just managed to set the pot down safely on the table before being pulled onto his lap. Egged on by his cheering companions, he tugged up her skirts and nuzzled his face against her belly. Tilda squealed and beat her fists ineffectually against his broad shoulders, though it seemed to Lia a token resistance only. She couldn’t help noticing that the soldier in question was young and quite handsome, and she began to suspect Tilda’s lapse of concentration was nothing of the sort.

			‘Go on, Terrell lad,’ the man across from him guffawed. ‘Let’s have her clothes off!’

			Others joined in the call and the young soldier obliged them, tugging Tilda’s smock up over her head and throwing it at the man who’d first goaded him, and what would have happened next was anybody’s guess if the two newcomers hadn’t appeared. They called for order and gradually peace was restored. The young soldier released Tilda, who sheepishly retrieved her smock and put it on. The newcomers – the captain and sergeant, Lia assumed – sat down and were given their meals.

			There were still three loaves remaining, which seemed odd, but Tilda explained that three of the soldiers were on sentry duty. ‘They come off shift soon,’ she said. ‘They’ll get their meal then. Just leave the bread on the table.’

			Tilda seemed none the worse for her ribald encounter. Just the opposite, in fact, for her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were shining. She dished out stew into the three empty bowls, then took Lia’s hand and led her out of there, though not without a backward glance at young Terrell.

			‘He’s a handsome devil, isn’t he?’ she said as they made their way back. ‘I could eat him alive. The first time I saw him I—’

			‘Tilda!’ a voice roared from below. ‘Get down here!’

			Both girls jumped, then hurried on down the stairs. Holmann was standing in the middle of the kitchen and he glared at them, red-faced and furious. Lia assumed it was because of what had just happened, but it turned out to be something else entirely.

			‘What do you call this?’ he demanded, holding up an apple.

			‘It’s… an apple, master,’ Tilda said, looking more confused than afraid.

			‘An apple, exactly. And what might it be doing under your pillow, answer me that?’

			‘My pillow, master? I don’t… but I never…’

			As her voice faltered her face turned pale and she started to tremble. Lia guessed this must be a serious crime, though surely one of which Tilda was innocent. The young woman seemed genuinely bewildered by this turn of events.

			‘How many times have I warned you all about pilfering food?’ Holmann thundered, glaring at the others in turn.

			Everyone looked sheepish – everyone except Dagna, that is. She had a triumphant glint in her eye, and was clearly relishing the situation. Holmann stared at the assembly a while longer, then made his pronouncement.

			‘This evening, at the vespers bell. And no shirking off, any of you. I want everybody in here promptly to witness punishment. Dagna, make sure Kerta and Clady know about it.’

			‘What about Paxon and the others?’ Dagna asked. ‘They’re always keen to see a punishment, aren’t they?’

			‘You’re right, good thinking. Let them know, too. Jarold, see to it the table’s cleared and covered, and get the pole and straps ready.’

			Tilda gave a faint moan of despair. Lia glanced at her and saw that her eyes had a haunted look.

			‘Dagna,’ Holmann said, ‘you bring the stick.’

			‘The heavy one, Hol?’ Dagna asked hopefully.

			‘Yes indeed. She needs a hard lesson, this girl, and I’m going to see she gets it.’

			Tilda was subdued all afternoon, which was hardly surprising in view of what was in store for her. She said barely a word as she went about her duties, though her eyes spoke volumes. Delaying her punishment in this way was especially cruel, Lia thought, for a beating was bad enough without having to spend long hours worrying about it. Lia wondered if Holmann had planned it this way deliberately to increase Tilda’s suffering.

			The afternoon wore on, and when the cathedral bell rang to announce the evening prayers Lia assembled with the others. Some of the faces were new to her, and she tried to remember names as Durwin whispered in her ear, telling her who was who. There were two men, Paxon and Karl, who were bondmen to the king and Prince Baran respectively, and a haughty woman called Alda, who was bondmaiden to Princess Magdalena. The laundress Kerta was present too, looking no less tired than before, and plump Clady, the seamstress. Tilda was brought in by Dagna and led to the big kitchen table, which had been cleared as Holmann ordered and covered with several layers of sacking.

			‘Take your clothes off,’ Holmann ordered.

			All eyes were on the victim who, tight-lipped and with her own gaze fixed firmly on the floor, slowly undressed. When she was naked Holmann ordered her to get on the table. She lay on her back, stretched her arms above her head, and raised her knees almost to her breasts, so that her neat curls of blonde maidenhair and pink labia were on display for all to see. The onlookers stared, none more so than Holmann.

			‘Get the pole, Jarold,’ he said finally. ‘Paxon, lend him a hand. I’ll see to the bindings.’

			Paxon, the king’s bondman, was tall and thin, and with Jarold they each took one end of a stout ash pole, which they raised and placed behind Tilda’s knees. Holmann then proceeded to fasten her legs to the pole with straps just above and below the knee.

			‘That’s that,’ he declared when done. ‘Now then, we need someone to hold her wrists.’

			He looked around at the others, and his stare rested on Lia. For one awful moment she thought he would pick her, but then his eyes moved on.

			‘Berta,’ he said, nodding at the cook, ‘hold Tilda’s wrists tight. You two,’ he went on, nodding at Paxon and Jarold, ‘hold fast to the pole. She’ll squirm like an eel when the rod starts to bite, mark my words.’

			Dagna handed him a stick that was twice as thick at least as the one he’d used on Lia, and he touched it to Tilda’s bottom, lightly sawing it back and forth. He became still for a moment, then swung the stick and fetched her a hard blow across the fullest part of her rump. Tilda jerked and gave a muted yelp. He struck her again, this time to the back of her thighs. More strokes followed, alternating between the two targets, hard blows that smacked Tilda’s flesh with a wicked crack, and as he’d predicted Tilda was soon squirming violently, and the three holding her down were obliged to maintain a firm grip. The rod’s relentless assault raised wheals on her bottom and thighs as her white skin turned first pink, then a blotchy red.

			‘She’s starting to feel it now,’ the overseer said with obvious satisfaction. ‘We’ll be hearing her sing soon, I don’t doubt.’

			He was right in this too, for as the beating proceeded Tilda’s gasps and groans became wails, and wails became shrieks. The swollen wheals turned purple and ugly, evidence of the violence of the beating, and Lia trembled as she looked on in dismay, for she had never been one to relish the spectacle of a public beating. When just a girl she had cried when made to watch the miller’s daughter, Ulrike, being flogged for disobedience to her father’s will. As the ash wand did its cruel work, and Ulrike writhed and screamed between the poles, Lia had pulled free of Helma’s hand and run back to the hut, risking her own punishment in the process, for the elders had decreed the whole village must attend, even the youngest. And now, as before, she found herself wishing she were elsewhere. She already thought of Tilda as a friend, even on so short an acquaintance, and seeing her in such distress was almost more than Lia could bear.

			At last Holmann lowered his arm, red-faced and sweating from his exertions. Tilda’s frantic struggles ceased, and she slumped on the table sobbing.

			‘Let that be a lesson to you, girl,’ the overseer growled. ‘Pilfering food is thievery, and thievery is something I won’t tolerate. You’re a bad girl, Tilda, and in my kitchen bad girls soon find themselves on their backs with a pole behind their knees. I’ll beat the wickedness out of you if it’s the last thing I do.’

			‘She’s been a troublemaker right from the start,’ Dagna said. ‘And she’s been flirting with the men again. She took off her clothes and showed them everything she’s got, is what I heard.’

			Lia knew it wasn’t like that at all, and she would have spoken up in Tilda’s defence if it wasn’t for Durwin, standing alongside her. As she opened her mouth to speak he jabbed his elbow into her ribs, and the words came out as a gasp.

			‘Eh?’ Holmann said testily. ‘What now?’

			‘She coughed, master,’ Durwin said quickly, patting Lia’s back. ‘Maybe she’s coming down with a cold.’

			Lia scowled at him, but he just stared back intently as though trying to tell her something. He shook his head ever so slightly, and she understood. She looked across at Dagna and saw the malice and spite in the woman’s eyes, as she regarded the victim on the table. Lia knew then that Durwin had saved her from a terrible mistake, for she had come perilously close to making a dangerous enemy. And just how dangerous was soon made clear when Dagna, clearly not yet content that Tilda had suffered enough, goaded Holmann into action once more with her slanderous defamations.

			‘She’s never out of mischief, this one,’ she accused. ‘When she’s not laughing at you and calling you names behind your back, she’s chasing after the men. She’ll do anything to get something hard inside her, the little trollop!’

			‘I’ll give her something hard!’ Holmann snapped. ‘Hold her cunt open.’

			Dagna needed no second bidding, spreading Tilda’s sex lips with eager fingers, and Holmann angled the tip of the stick and pushed it into her. Tilda squealed in dismay, yet Dagna chose to misinterpret even that pitiful cry.

			‘Just listen to her,’ she scoffed. ‘The hussy actually likes it. Shameless, is what she is.’

			‘Shameless,’ Holmann agreed. He worked the stick in and out rapidly. Tilda writhed and protested, and those holding her were obliged to take a firm hold once more. Jarold, Lia observed, was clearly relishing it, and he was not alone. Paxon was smirking, while Prince Baran’s bondman, Karl, grinned openly. As for Dagna, her dark eyes glinted as she observed Tilda’s degradation and suffering.

			‘The trollop’s enjoying this right enough,’ she said vindictively. ‘An outright wanton, she is. I reckon she needs a good long session on the horn to cool her down.’

			‘I can’t deny it,’ Holmann panted as he paused in his endeavours. ‘I’ve been too lax with her by far. With all of ’em, in fact.’

			He swept every other female in the room with a reproachful stare, Lia included, the plump girl flinched and blurted out an anxious protest. ‘Not me, master. I’m a good girl!’

			‘Don’t play the innocent with us, Clady,’ Dagna snapped. ‘Do you think we’re blind or just stupid? Norbert used to feel you up every chance he got, and you loved it!’

			‘They’re all as bad as each other,’ Holmann declared. ‘You’ve set me on the right track, Dagna. It’s Old Nick’s horn for this lot, just as soon as we can arrange it.’ He mopped his brow, and it was clear his efforts were taking their toll.

			‘Here, Holmann,’ Dagna said, ‘let me. You’ve done enough.’

			He relinquished the rod reluctantly, and Dagna took over. Lia feared the worst, thinking the sadistic woman would use it even more vigorously than the overseer had, but in fact she did something different – something far worse. With a spiteful smile she pushed the rod deep inside Tilda, as far as it would go. Then, holding it with both hands, she began to move it slowly in a circle. Tilda sobbed and bucked, and the men holding the pole swore and tightened their grip. Tilda struggled desperately, and her right hand tore free of Berta’s grip. She grasped the rod, but Dagna had the greater leverage and was using two hands to Tilda’s one. The rod moved inexorably, round and around. Then Holmann intervened, prising Tilda’s fingers from the shaft and pulling her arm above her head once more, so that Dagna was able to continue her cruel sport unimpeded.

			To Lia, looking on helplessly, the punishment had taken a most dreadful turn, especially when the cause was so unjust. Guilt gnawed at her, and she knew she should have spoken up when she had the chance, no matter what the consequences. Father Adalard would be ashamed of her, for it was cowardice that made her hold her tongue.

			Eventually even Dagna seemed satisfied. She withdrew the rod and Holmann told the others to release Tilda. The straps were unbuckled and the pole withdrawn, and Tilda told to get up, though it soon became apparent she barely had the strength to stand.

			‘Someone help her,’ Holmann growled, and Lia was more than happy to participate now, helping Tilda to her feet, supporting her and helping her to dress. The poor thing was in a terrible state, white-faced and clearly in great discomfort. They made slow progress from the kitchen, with Tilda limping along and wearily leaning on Lia; but progress it was, and at last she was put to bed.

			‘I should have spoken up,’ Lia whispered, as she tucked the blanket in around her friend. ‘You didn’t flaunt yourself like Dagna said.’

			‘It wouldn’t have helped,’ Tilda murmured hoarsely, the first words Lia had heard her speak in a long while. ‘You did right. Don’t ever cross her, you hear?’

			Lia nodded. She was filled with shame and couldn’t look Tilda in the eye. So she kissed the girl’s fevered brow, slipped into her own bed and fell into a troubled sleep, dreaming of terrible punishments and cruelty beyond measure.

			Chapter Four

			Lia woke in the night to spy Holmann moving from bed to bed, lifting the females’ blankets as before; and once again she feigned sleep when it was her turn to be ‘inspected’. The overseer didn’t touch her, or anyone else so far as she could tell. It seemed curious behaviour, and she was more puzzled than frightened by it. She thought about it for a while, but an explanation eluded her and she resolved to ask Tilda in the morning. Soon after she fell asleep again, this time, thankfully, a dreamless one.

			Then cold hands woke her for a second time: hands that moved over her breasts, kneading gently. For a moment she was rigid with fear, then she recalled where she was and what was happening. ‘Stig?’ she whispered, remembering the name Tilda had mentioned.

			‘Aye,’ the guard responded. ‘Lie still, there’s a good girl.’ He continued to maul her for several minutes, pinching and thumbing her nipples, too. After a while one hand moved down over her ribs to her belly, which he rubbed with his palm, round and round in circles. Then the hand crept lower, sliding inevitably between her legs, his fingers seeking her sex. She shivered, and not from cold alone.

			‘I’m a virgin,’ she whispered.

			‘Aye,’ he said heavily, ‘so Tilda said. My luck was never of the best. I’ll bid you a good morning then, missy. Don’t go back to sleep, you hear?’

			He moved away, a shadow in the gloom, and Lia lay still and tried to calm her pounding heart. Eventually she slipped out of bed and dressed hurriedly, more fearful of the consequences of neglecting her chores than of shadowy figures. She went and fetched the water, then began to rouse the others.

			Lia had thought Tilda might be excused duties today, but soon discovered that was not the case. Her friend limped still, and confessed to being stiff and sore when Lia asked how she was feeling, but seemed astonishingly cheerful considering her ordeal.

			‘Serves me right,’ she said with a wry smile as they waited their turn to wash. ‘I shouldn’t gossip, I know, especially not when the one you’re gossiping about is right behind you.’

			‘You shouldn’t what?’ Lia said, bemused. ‘How do you mean?’

			Tilda looked around to make sure they were alone. ‘What I said about Dagna; she is a lazy cow, but saying so within her hearing isn’t exactly wise, as you’ve seen.’

			‘But, I don’t understand. I thought it was about an apple?’

			Tilda nodded. ‘And who do you think put it under my pillow? I don’t pilfer food, despite evidence to the contrary. I’m not that stupid.’

			Lia gawped. She couldn’t believe anyone would do such a wicked thing. Then she remembered the expression on Dagna’s face when she overheard Tilda talking about her; and remembered too, how vindictive she’d looked during the punishment, and the spiteful things she’d said and done. That was when she realised Dagna was a witch.

			‘She’ll go to hell,’ she whispered fearfully. ‘She’ll suffer dreadful torment.’

			‘Let’s hope so,’ Tilda said. ‘But so will we if we’re late to our chores. Come on, the others are done. We can wash now.’

			Lia soon discovered that kitchen duty was hard. There was meat to pound to make it tender, fish to skin and bone, poultry to pluck, vegetables and fruit to prepare, pans to wash, waste to take out and endless, endless buckets of water to fetch, for the kitchen had no supply of its own, though it did have a drain, fortunately, allowing the dirty water to be poured away. Holmann had her doing all of these things, saying a good kitchen servant could turn her hand to any task. As a treat, as he seemed to consider it, he allowed her to accompany one of the others into town to fetch some goat cheese, an item specially requested by Queen Gudrun.

			Naturally it was his favourite, Jarold, who was sent, Lia fearing a repeat of the hencoop incident, and sure enough he grabbed her the minute they were out of sight, groping her through the thin linen smock. He tried to put his hand up her skirts, but she pushed him away saying she would tell Holmann. Jarold merely sniggered, but her resistance must have given him pause for thought for he left her alone thereafter.

			Later in the day Lia found herself alone with Tilda, and she could finally pose the question she’d wanted to ask. ‘Why does Holmann creep around at night and lift our bedding to look at us?’ she asked.

			‘He’s checking to see we aren’t playing with ourselves,’ Tilda said. ‘Don’t ever fall asleep with your hands you-know-where, or you’ll be sorry. He caught me that way once, so I know.’

			‘Did he beat you?’

			‘No, but I wished afterwards he had. He said since I wanted it felt he’d see to it I got my wish. He made me undress and go upstairs so the guards could take turns fingering me, letting them keep me there all night. And they were rough. Not all of them; some were okay, but some were real swine. It was supposed to be fingers only, but they used dagger handles and candles, and even a carrot someone fetched from the kitchen, and fucked me with them for hours.’

			Lia remembered the guards, and how they’d jeered and laughed as they grabbed at Tilda, and she shivered at the thought of being delivered up to them to do with as they wished. ‘I think I’ll sleep with my hands under the pillow from now on,’ she said nervously, ‘just to be on the safe side.’

			‘There’s no need for that,’ Tilda said. ‘You’re a virgin, so you’re safe. The only one who’ll be poking anything up you is Prince Baran.’

			‘Prince Baran?’

			Tilda nodded. ‘He’s always on the lookout for a girl to mount, especially one as pretty as you. They say he sometimes slips out of the castle at night disguised as a common soldier, and no woman is safe from him. Deflowering virgins is his speciality. He took my maidenhead, and Clady’s too. Lord, he even took Kerta to bed, and she’s thirty and plain as a pikestaff, so he’s bound to want you! That’s why you’re safe. Holmann can’t do anything till Prince Baran’s had you.’

			Lia supposed it was true, though the overseer could always postpone her punishment until after she’d lost her virginity. But if Prince Baran was as lustful as Tilda claimed, Holmann might not have long to wait.

			That night Lia was so tired she fell asleep the instant her head touched the pillow, and the next thing she knew Stig was waking her in his usual fashion. When he’d gone she dragged herself out of bed, dressed, and went off to fetch the water. Having slept through Holmann’s rounds she was fearful he would denounce her for touching herself, but all he said when she got to the kitchen was that Wednesday was her day to bathe along with Jarold and Tilda.

			‘They’ll wait for you in the ward,’ he said. ‘Run along now and fetch your washcloth and towel and a clean smock to change into, and remember that Jarold’s in charge while you’re out of the castle.’

			Lia hurried off back to the dormitory. That last part didn’t sound at all good, she thought, though if anyone could keep Jarold in line it was likely to be Tilda. With her smock and washcloth wrapped in her towel, Lia ran out to the ward.

			‘About time,’ Jarold said mirthlessly. ‘Come on, and no chattering, you hear?’ There was a pack at his feet, and he slung it over his shoulder and set off towards the postern gate at a fast stride. Tilda rolled her eyes, and the two of them ran after him.

			‘What’s in the pack then, Jarold?’ Tilda asked. Like Lia, she carried her towel and things rolled up in a bundle under her arm.

			‘You’ll find out,’ he said over his shoulder, without turning to look at them.

			‘Nothing good, I bet,’ Tilda muttered.

			Jarold’s pace didn’t slacken all the way down through the town, and soon Lia had no breath for chattering even if she’d wanted to. As they neared the town gate a troop of urchins a year or two younger than Lia started to follow them, laughing and shouting abuse, and making rude gestures.

			‘Pay no attention,’ Tilda said, then promptly ignored her own advice by sticking her tongue out at them.

			The urchins followed through the gate and all the way down to the riverbank. Women from the town were knee-deep in the water washing clothes, and Jarold took his little party some distance downstream. He stripped off his things, took his washcloth and a tablet of soap from his pack, and waded in, and as he proceeded to wash himself Tilda undressed too, drawing a chorus of raucous calls from the gang of boys. They were sitting on the grass just ten paces away, and Lia realised this must be a regular weekly treat for them.

			‘It’s best to just get on with it,’ Tilda advised. ‘We used to ask the guards to chase them off, but they were no better, gawking and making lewd comments and all, so now we don’t bother.’

			She sounded quite calm about it, but as Lia undressed her hands were shaking and her face was flushed. The boys yelled and whistled, and she hurried into the water and squatted down to wash first her hair and then her body, trying to hide as much of herself as possible. Not that it made any difference, for when she eventually emerged from the refreshing water Jarold, who was dried already and wearing just his braies, insisted on inspecting her, and she had no choice but to stand shivering on the bank while the boys whooped and applauded. Jarold was in no hurry, and it seemed an eternity before he finally pronounced sentence.

			‘Nowhere near clean enough,’ he said. ‘It looks like I’ll have to wash you myself.’ He delved in his pack once more and took out a square of coarse sacking and a chunk of strong-smelling yellow soap. He led her to the water’s edge, soaped the sacking, and proceeded to scrub her vigorously. The harsh material scratched and scoured her skin, and the soap stung as he spent long minutes on her breasts and even longer between her thighs, until she was whining and hopping from one foot to the other, to the great delight of her young audience. Finally he relented and allowed her to dry herself, though not yet to dress.

			Jarold then turned his attention to Tilda, and subjected her to the same enthusiastic scrubbing. But worse was in store for the poor girl, for when he’d done washing her he went to his pack once more and took out a fat bottle brush.

			‘What’s that for?’ Tilda asked him warily.

			‘Can’t you guess?’ he said with a sly grin, dipping the brush in the water and soaping it thoroughly.

			‘This isn’t right, Jarold,’ she said, shaking her head warily. ‘You know you shouldn’t be doing this.’

			‘I can do whatever I like,’ he countered. ‘Holmann put me in charge, remember?’

			‘Yes, to make sure we get washed properly and go straight back afterwards. He didn’t mean for you to poke any brush inside me. You’re just showing off because Lia’s here.’

			‘You think you’re so clever,’ he sneered, ‘but the truth is you’re stupid. Holmann couldn’t care less what I do to you; he was the one who suggested I bring the brush along in the first place. You want me to tell him you’ve been disrespectful and disobedient when we get back?’

			Tilda shook her head miserably.

			‘No, you don’t; because you know what you’d get if I did. So keep your mouth shut and do as you’re told, understand? One more word and you’ll find yourself taking it up the arse as well as your cunt. I can scrub two holes just as easy as one, can’t I?’

			‘I suppose so,’ she mumbled sullenly.

			‘I can and I will, unless you spread your knees and hold your cunt open before I count to three. One… two…’

			Tilda capitulated, knowing she couldn’t win the argument as there was no doubt who the overseer would believe if it came down to it. As she parted her legs and spread her sex lips, the loathsome young man chuckled in triumph, pressing the brush to her and easing it into her vagina, and Tilda stiffened. He worked it slowly in and out, watching her face, relishing her distress. The boys appreciated it too, judging from their renewed shouts and whistles.

			‘Not so bad, is it?’ Jarold goaded jovially. ‘You should be grateful; you’re getting clean and having a fuck into the bargain. What could be better than that?’

			Eventually he stopped and allowed Tilda to quickly wash again, though he wouldn’t let her get dressed. He then told the two of them to head back to the castle.

			‘Can’t we put our smocks on?’ Lia asked plaintively, not wanting to anger him but far from happy at the thought of walking naked through the town.

			‘No, you can’t,’ he refused with a smirk. ‘You’re still a bit damp, and it’s not healthy putting clothes on damp skin. Catch a chill that way, you can, and drop down dead. I’ll let you put your sandals on, but that’s all. When we reach the castle you can put your smocks on, but not before. You ought to be properly dry by then, I reckon.’

			The boys followed closely, taking turns to dart forward and pinch the girls’ bottoms as they walked. Other youngsters joined them, and some adults too, so that it turned into a carnival with Lia and Tilda the main attraction. By the time they reached the postern gate Lia’s face was scarlet with embarrassment and her buttocks smarted from all the nips. Jarold finally allowed them to dress, after which the crowd dispersed, in high spirits still.

			The three of them went inside and Lia gave a thankful sigh, happy as any fugitive who found sanctuary in a church, but her relief was short-lived, for the instant she and Tilda entered the kitchen Dagna pounced.

			‘You’re to ride the horn this evening,’ she announced, ‘the pair of you. Be here straight after the vesper-bell.’

			‘Lia too?’ Tilda asked in dismay. ‘But… how can she? She’s a virgin.’

			‘Well she won’t be after tonight, will she?’ Dagna snapped. ‘Bathe before you come and get changed. I know you’ve only just come from the river, but rules are rules. “Freshly bathed and wearing clean smocks” is what Holmann insists upon, remember?’

			Tilda nodded glumly. ‘Just the two of us, is it?’

			‘No, Clady and Kerta get to ride it too. Don’t be late.’

			Tilda stared at the departing figure and sighed heavily. ‘I’m sorry, Lia, I didn’t think they would include you in it,’ she said. ‘But at least when Prince Baran finds out he’ll have Holmann’s balls cut off.’

			‘What is it, exactly, the horn?’ Lia asked, not really wanting to know.

			‘Its proper name is Old Nick’s horn,’ Tilda explained. ‘Old Nick being the devil, you understand. It’s a cow’s horn really, sticking up through a hole in a stool. You have to straddle it and impale yourself, then move up and down. They make you fuck it, in effect.’

			‘No!’ Lia squealed.

			‘You haven’t heard the worst yet,’ Tilda said. ‘They smear it with pepper paste so it feels hot inside you, I mean, like you’re on fire. That’s how it got its name. It’s supposed to represent the fires of hell that sinners suffer, or something.’

			Lia shivered. Of all the ways she might have lost her maidenhead she could think of none worse than this. She wished it was Durwin taking her to bed, or Prince Baran, or even Holmann, old and horrible as he was. Dear Lord, she thought, even Helma’s three soldiers were preferable to such a torture!

			Chapter Five

			The rest of the day passed dreadfully slowly, and though Lia tried not to dwell on what was to come it was hard keeping her mind on her work. Tilda was quiet too, busy with her own thoughts, and when the chapel bell rang she took Lia through to the washroom, which Kerta and Clady were just leaving.

			‘How many times is this for you?’ Clady asked gloomily.

			‘My second,’ Tilda said.

			The seamstress sighed. ‘Me too. It’s Kerta’s third, isn’t it?’

			Kerta nodded, looking no happier than the rest. Though she was older than the others and not exactly pretty, Lia thought Tilda’s description ‘plain as a pikestaff’ was a bit harsh.

			‘They don’t want you too, do they?’ Clady asked, turning to Lia. ‘Someone told me you’re a virgin.’

			‘She is,’ Tilda said. ‘But they don’t seem to care.’

			‘Prince Baran will have something to say about that,’ Kerta muttered.

			‘He won’t be happy, and that’s a fact,’ Clady concurred. ‘Anyway, we’d best leave so you can get ready. Good luck, to all of us.’

			‘Good luck,’ Tilda echoed.

			The two left, and after Lia and Tilda had bathed and dried themselves Lia picked up the bucket of water, intending to empty it down the drain, but Tilda told her to leave it where it was. ‘We’ll want to wash the paste out afterwards,’ she said. ‘We’ll be desperate to, in fact.’

			They put on clean smocks and made their way to the kitchen. Holmann and Dagna were already there, as were Clady and Kerta, and to Lia’s dismay she saw that Jarold was there too. From what Tilda had told her this would be bad enough without having him leering at them into the bargain. Then next to the table, which was again covered with sacking, she saw the dreaded horn itself, and gave an involuntary shudder. Creamy-white in colour and fully seven inches long, it poked up through a hole in the seat of a tall stool. The hole wasn’t in the centre but rather towards one edge, and the horn tilted back at a slight angle. She was relieved to see that the tip had been cut off and replaced with a piece of smoothly rounded bone, which at least put to rest one of her several fears.

			‘Lia,’ Holmann said sternly, ‘watch closely what happens here. Wilful, immoral young women must suffer for their sins, as these three are about to suffer. They’ve disgraced themselves by their shameless behaviour, and will soon be in immense discomfort. If you want to avoid their fate you’ll shun such wickedness and be virtuous, honest and obedient at all times.’

			For a second or two his words didn’t register, but when they did relief swept through her like a flood of warm water, although all too briefly, for Dagna obviously had other ideas.

			‘She shouldn’t get off so lightly,’ she muttered crossly. ‘Anyone can see she’s a troublemaker. She should take a turn on the horn with the rest.’

			‘How can she?’ Holmann snorted. ‘She’s a virgin, as you well know.’

			Dagna gave a nasty laugh. ‘The way Durwin’s been sniffing around I’m not so sure. I’d check her if I were you; you might be in for a shock.’

			With a curse and a look that promised the direst of consequences if Dagna’s insinuations were true, Holmann pulled up Lia’s skirts, but as a crude finger probed her his face cleared. ‘Still intact, thank the saints,’ he sighed. ‘And make sure you remain so, girl. I’ll be having a word with that cockroach on the subject, never fear. The rod’s as well suited to a boy’s rump as a girl’s.’

			Dagna’s disappointment at the news was plain to see, but she didn’t give up so easily. ‘It’s just her word against ours when and how she lost it,’ she said. ‘Who’s to know what she was before tonight?’

			‘Plenty of people,’ Holmann said. ‘Tilda warned off the guards; the sergeant told me so. By now half the castle must know there’s a new virgin in the kitchen, and it’s only a matter of time before Prince Baran finds out and sends for her.’

			Dagna frowned, and for a moment it seemed her desire to see Lia on the horn had been thwarted. But then her face cleared. ‘We could turn her around, couldn’t we?’ she suggested hopefully. ‘She could take it up the back passage.’

			Holmann stared at Lia thoughtfully, clearly weighing the possibility. He nodded slowly and her hopes, having been raised a second time, were dashed once more. ‘We could,’ he said, ‘though even that’s not without risk. She might tear her hymen by straining, what with the pain and all. I don’t want to chance it, so she’ll just have to watch this time. Watch and learn…’

			Dagna still wasn’t happy, but the final decision had obviously been made. She shrugged, and Holmann proceeded with the business at hand.

			‘You all know how this works,’ he said. ‘You’ll each do fifty squats, and I mean proper ones, not half measures. I want to see your arse touch the stool on the way down and your legs straighten on the way up, is that clear? Jarold will count for you, so you don’t need to worry about how many you’ve done. Keep your hands behind your back and your head up so we can see your face. Clady, you’re first.’

			While the plump girl was undressing, Dagna picked up a wooden pot and scooped out a handful of grey paste, which she proceeded to spread thickly on the horn. When she was done Clady went forward, though with obvious reluctance, so at a nod from Holmann Jarold set down wooden blocks on either side of the stool. Then with a hand on the youth’s shoulder for support, Clady stepped onto the nearest block with one foot, swung her leg across and planted her other foot on the other block. She reached down and grasped the horn, then lowered herself slowly, guiding the tip into her vagina. She gasped as it breached her, but continued to sink down till she was properly impaled. Carefully, and still relying on Jarold’s shoulder to steady her, she took first one foot then the other off the blocks and set them down flat on the flagstones. Jarold then took the blocks away and Clady stood up straight, her hands clasped behind her back, the tip of the horn, Lia noticed, still just inside her.

			‘Very well,’ Holmann said gravely, ‘begin.’

			Clady began to raise and lower herself, with Jarold counting aloud as she did so. By the time he’d reached fifteen she was gasping, though whether from her efforts or the burning of the pepper paste Lia didn’t know. On she went, her face growing redder by the minute. ‘Twenty-nine… thirty… thirty-one… thirty-two…’

			By this point Clady was groaning loudly, her mouth hanging open and her eyes shut. Her suffering increased with each passing second, and by forty she was whining pitifully, clearly in distress. She began to quicken the pace, going faster until her large breasts were bouncing, her face twisted in pain.

			‘Forty-eight… forty-nine… fifty!’

			Clady strained up onto her tiptoes, obviously wanting as little of the horn inside her as possible, and looked at Holmann pleadingly; but the overseer slowly shook his head.

			‘A fair enough performance to begin with,’ he said, ‘but very poor at the end. No half measures is what I said, but your arse barely touched the seat for the last five. So you’ll do another five, and I want to see them done right.’

			Clady’s face crumpled at his pronouncement and her eyes filled with tears. ‘Please, master—’

			‘I can soon make it ten, if you wish!’ Holmann threatened harshly, and Clady’s entreaty died on her lips, as tearful and trembling she thrust down on the dreadful horn once more, Lia fearing the task surely beyond her. And yet, despite her tribulations, the plump girl somehow managed to drive herself on, her movements stiff and jerky, her legs shaking as she forced herself up and down, and finally, mercifully, the extra five were complete.

			At a nod from Holmann, Jarold put the blocks back in place, and Clady dismounted in a reversal of the mounting process. She shuffled to the table and lay on her back, raising her legs and spreading them wide apart so Holmann and Dagna could examine her.

			‘Very good,’ the overseer mused. ‘This new pot of pepper paste is fierce stuff.’

			‘I told Berta to make it extra strong,’ Dagna said.

			‘You did right. These three need a sharp lesson.’

			He fingered Clady for a while longer, then nodded and told her she was dismissed. She sat up carefully and slid off the table, snatching up her smock from the floor, and without even pausing to put it on she crept out of the room, her hand pressed between her legs as though that might somehow quench the fire inside. Her departure raised smiles on her tormentors’ faces, and Holmann chuckled.

			‘It’ll be a while before she’s tempted to give a man the eye, I reckon. There’s nothing like a hot crack for cooling the ardour, I always say.’

			‘You warmed her up good and proper, master,’ Jarold said with an ingratiating nod of the head.

			‘Aye,’ Holmann said, ‘and we’re not done yet. Kerta, get them things off. Let’s see how you fare on the prong.’ As Kerta took off her smock, Dagna spread fresh paste on the horn. ‘Lay it on nice and thick,’ Holmann said, his eyes on Kerta all the while. ‘No need to stint.’

			Jarold, his face wearing its customary leer, also watched with keen interest as the laundress stripped. She dropped her clothes to the floor and stood up straight, seemingly unaware of the men’s attention, for her own eyes were firmly fixed on the stool with its gross appendage.

			Kerta stepped forward, apprehension and determination showing in her eyes in equal measure. With the blocks and Jarold’s shoulder to aid her she mounted the stool and grasped the horn as Clady had done. She positioned herself over the tip, took a deep breath, and impaled herself. The blocks were removed and her ordeal began.

			It was soon clear that Kerta – older and no doubt wiser than her predecessor – was determined not to repeat Clady’s mistake. She set a much slower pace right from the outset, pushing down on the horn in a deliberate, measured fashion till her bottom was firmly on the seat, then rising smoothly until her legs were straight. She even paused for a heartbeat at both extremes, so that even the most critical of observers must surely be satisfied with her performance.

			Even when it became apparent that the pepper paste was being keenly felt, she still refused to vary the pace. Her face grew tight and her shoulders stiff, but that was all. She didn’t wail or whine as Clady had; indeed, the only sound to be heard was a soft, tormented groan that escaped her lips on each down stroke.

			She rode the horn for long minutes in this manner, and though she was obviously in great discomfort she hung on grimly to the end. Jarold’s count reached fifty, and she could finally dismount. It had been a sober lesson in self-control, and Lia hoped she could do even half as well when her turn eventually came to ride the horn, as it surely would, Dagna would see to that.

			Kerta slumped on the table and spread her legs for her examination, which she endured stoically and in silence. Holmann and Dagna declared themselves satisfied, and Kerta was duly dismissed, although unlike Clady she paused long enough to put on her smock in a final show of fortitude, and then walked out with considerable dignity.

			Now it was Tilda’s turn, and it seemed to Lia that her friend had taken Kerta’s example to heart, for she moved at the same steady pace as the older woman and with the same sense of deliberation. In another way she was very different, however. Kerta had stayed almost silent for the whole session, whereas Tilda was moaning right from the start. There was a grimace of pain on her pretty face too, which Lia thought couldn’t be due to the paste, not this early. And then she realised what it was. Tilda must be tender still from having been abused by the rod the day before, and now here was Old Nick’s horn with more of the same treatment.

			If the others remembered it they showed little sympathy for Tilda’s plight. ‘Just look at her,’ Dagna jeered smugly. ‘Doesn’t look so clever now, does she?’

			‘No, that’s settled her down right enough,’ Holmann agreed, ‘but I should have organised this session long before now. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’ve been lax.’

			‘Not you,’ Dagna snorted. ‘You work harder than anyone I know. This girl’s a real handful, that’s all. I reckon she needs this regularly: once a week at least. There’d be no time for flirting with the guards then.’ She laughed cruelly. ‘She’d be too busy washing hot paste out of her cunt!’

			Holmann chuckled, moved to Tilda and slid a hand down under her rump. She sobbed in dismay, and Lia realised he’d squeezed a finger up Tilda’s bottom. He kept his hand there, rising and falling with her movements, for she never faltered in her task despite the foul violation.

			‘You should try this some time, Jarold, lad,’ the overseer said. ‘There’s nothing quite like having a pretty young thing squirming and moaning on the end of your finger.’

			Jarold, emboldened perhaps by Holmann’s obvious good humour, immediately moved closer. Without faltering in his count he pinched Tilda’s nipples and twisted them. She seemed hardly to notice, and Lia knew her friend had other things on her mind. The pepper paste must be burning fiercely by now, and compared to that a mere groping was probably of little consequence.

			Tilda’s trial continued, and she passed first twenty and then the thirty mark, and as was to be expected the final twenty were hard on her. Her mouth hung open and her eyes were misted and distant. She was groaning constantly, a pitiful sound. Lia willed her on, wishing there was something she could do to help. Father Adalard used to say that God hears all prayers, and so Lia prayed, for courage and strength for Tilda and for herself.

			‘Forty-nine… fifty!’

			Tilda slumped and her shoulders sagged. Holmann removed his finger and Jarold released her nipples, though with obvious regret. As Tilda dismounted wearily and limped to the table for her inspection, Lia sighed with relief. It had been an awful thing to witness, but at least it was over now. It had to be, for surely no one could find fault with Tilda’s technique.

			‘I think she needs some more,’ Dagna concluded as they examined her.

			‘You think?’ Holmann said doubtfully. ‘She looks like she’s had enough to me.’

			‘No, she’s not had enough,’ Dagna said. ‘What do you say, Jarold?’

			Jarold sniggered childishly. ‘I agree, she should do it again,’ he said.

			‘There you are,’ Dagna said triumphantly, rewarding Jarold’s complicity with a special smile that seemed to promise a treat to come, ‘he thinks so too.’

			‘Maybe you’re right,’ Holmann pondered.

			‘Of course I’m right,’ Dagna purred. ‘You should make her do them all over again, from the start.’

			Even Holmann looked taken aback at the cruel suggestion. ‘What,’ he said, ‘the whole fifty?’

			‘Why not? You warned them to do it properly, and I don’t think she did, so she has to suffer the consequences of her disobedience.’

			Lia could contain herself no longer, for this was all totally unfair. She’d held her tongue the last time – mostly due to Durwin, admittedly – and felt ashamed of herself ever since. So determined that it wouldn’t happen again she took a deep breath and blurted, ‘That’s not fair! Tilda took her punishment correctly!’

			‘What’s that?’ Holmann snapped, rounding on her. ‘Don’t you dare speak out of turn!’

			‘And don’t argue with your betters!’ Dagna added. ‘A pig-girl straight off the farm, and she has the nerve to contradict me? I never heard anything like it!’

			‘But—’

			‘Silence!’ Holmann roared. ‘Not one more word out of you, missy, you hear me? Not a word!’

			Lia would have argued still, for she raged with the injustice of it all, but then she caught Tilda’s eye, the silent plea unmistakable, and kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t the only one with much to lose.

			Holmann and his accomplice glared at her a few moments longer, bristling with indignation, then turned back to their victim. ‘The full fifty it is then,’ Holmann decreed.

			‘Excellent!’ Dagna beamed. ‘And thoroughly deserved, too. She’s always making quips and sly remarks behind our backs, isn’t that so, Jarold?’

			‘All the time,’ Jarold promptly confirmed.

			‘She thinks I don’t know,’ Dagna went on, ‘but I do. She needs to be taught a lesson once and for all. If you let her get away with it others will start to copy her. We’ve seen that already tonight, haven’t we? The pig-girl’s only been here two days and already she’s arguing and answering back.’

			She inclined her head in Lia’s direction as she spoke. Holmann glanced at her too, and nodded slowly. ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘I can’t deny it.’

			Lia couldn’t understand how Tilda got through it. She couldn’t understand how she got through it, and all she had to do was stand and watch.

			As if the prospect of another fifty squats wasn’t bad enough, Dagna insisted on putting fresh paste on the horn before Tilda was allowed to mount it. Tilda hugged herself tight while she waited, keeping all her feelings inside, and when everything was ready she was helped to mount again, and it started all over.

			The only hiatus came with just eight remaining. Tilda stopped and looked to Holmann in desperation. ‘Please,’ she croaked, ‘no more.’

			The overseer regarded her solemnly. ‘It’s only natural you want it over and done with,’ he said, ‘but begging just proves that Dagna’s right; you are a wilful, stubborn girl, and you need to be taught a lesson. Complete the squats like you’ve been ordered, and let’s have no more whining or you’ll find yourself with an extra ten on top.’

			Tilda must have been expecting such a response, for she carried on immediately, mewling pitifully as she rode the horn, trembling with pain and fatigue. Jarold counted the squats off one by one until finally it was done, and then Holmann lifted Tilda off the horn and carried her to the table.

			The inspection was a cursory affair, for it seemed inconceivable that Dagna might demand still more from the girl. Mercifully that proved to be the case, and Lia was called forward and told to help Tilda to bed. She picked up Tilda’s smock and slippers but didn’t waste time trying to dress her, for she could guess just how desperately her friend wanted to get away. With Tilda’s arm over her shoulder, the pair headed for the door.

			‘One more thing,’ Holmann called out, and Lia looked back. ‘Report to my room once Tilda’s bedded down. Since you’re keen to make yourself heard, I’ll see to it you get your wish. We’ll draw some heartfelt utterances from your lips, count on it.’

			‘Yes, master,’ Lia said meekly, dread churning deep in her tummy.

			‘You had to cross them, didn’t you?’ Tilda croaked, once Lia had put her to bed. ‘I told you not to. Now you’ll get a beating.’

			‘I know,’ Lia said, unrepentant, ‘but it can’t be helped. It’s done and there’s no going back.’

			‘I suppose not,’ Tilda murmured. ‘She’s clever, though. Cleverer than I thought.’

			‘Dagna?’

			Tilda nodded. ‘She knows just how to work Holmann. We’ll have to watch out for her, for she won’t give up.’

			‘I suppose not,’ Lia said with a sigh. ‘We’ll have to be cleverer that she is, that’s all.’

			She tucked Tilda in, then on an impulse she bent and kissed her forehead the way Helma used to. Tilda closed her eyes and Lia left the dormitory, heading for Holmann’s room. Tilda’s troubles were over for the moment, but Lia’s were just starting.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Six

			Dagna opened the door when Lia knocked, and told her to enter. The room was smaller and cosier than Lia had imagined, and certainly a lot warmer than the dormitory. To the left was a fireplace where logs crackled and sparked, providing light as well as heat, so there was no need for candles or rushlights. There was a bed, a small table and two stools, and a big ironbound chest in one corner. Holmann was sitting on the end of the bed, facing her.

			Lia wasn’t surprised to see Dagna, though she’d secretly hoped the woman might have business elsewhere. Lia hated Dagna for what she’d done to Tilda, and it was plain to see Dagna liked Lia no better. But here she was, for good or ill, and Lia had no choice but to stand before the overseer with her hands clasped meekly behind her back and her eyes lowered to the floor.

			‘So then,’ Holmann said in a solemn, ponderous fashion, ‘do you have anything to say for yourself before we start?’

			‘I’m sorry, master,’ she mumbled contritely, though it wasn’t true. She was sorry to be awaiting punishment, certainly, but not sorry in the least for speaking up in Tilda’s defence.

			Holmann regarded her gravely. ‘You say that, but I have my doubts. But you will be sorry before we’re through, believe me. This will be a long hard beating, for I won’t put up with insubordination, least of all from a newcomer. Now get undressed.’

			Lia took off her slippers and smock, and Holmann grabbed her wrist and drew her close. His free hand then proceeded to explore her; breasts, belly, and between her legs. He rubbed and mauled, his eyes never leaving her face, his lips quivering wetly. His thumb stroked her little nubbin, and despite her loathing of him she felt that familiar pleasant tingle. She whimpered and her knees parted of their own accord. Holmann chuckled knowingly, a repulsive leer that made her shudder, and his thumb rubbed harder. Her hips rocked in time with his caress and she began to moan. A strange sensation built inside her and she felt sure something momentous was about to happen, though she still couldn’t imagine what it might be.

			It was Dagna who broke the spell. She cleared her throat and Holmann glanced at the woman in a partly annoyed, partly guilty manner. With a sigh he put his hands on Lia’s hips and turned her around. He kneaded her bottom, sinking his fingers and thumbs into her flesh until it made her grimace. Then he spread her cheeks and prodded a fingertip a little way into her anus, which drew from Lia a warble of alarm and made her rise onto her tiptoes. Finally he patted her rump and turned her back to face him.

			‘I judge you’re fit to receive punishment,’ he said, as though that was the reason he’d groped her. ‘What do you reckon, Dagna; the lash, drub or strap?’

			‘The drub,’ Dagna said promptly. She went to the chest and extracted a wooden object not unlike the big flat spoon Berta used to squash fruit into pulp, except that this one had a hole the size of a plum right in the middle. She handed it to Holmann, who slapped it against his palm. It made a meaty smack, and Lia flinched at the sound.

			‘Lay across my knees,’ he ordered, and Lia did so. He told her to put her palms flat on the floor and spread her legs. She shuffled her feet apart, expecting a hand to creep between her thighs, but it never did. There was a pause, his weight shifted, a stinging pain cracked across her bottom, and despite the fact that she’d known it was coming she still wasn’t ready for it, and her instinctive reaction was to yelp and try to get up.

			‘Down!’ he growled. He struck her again, over and over, alternating between her left cheek and her right. It was hurting far more than she’d expected, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out again. For the sake of her dignity she tried to be brave and bear it in silence, though she guessed they wouldn’t be fooled. They must have done this countless times to lots of other girls, and would know exactly what she was feeling.

			It went on for a long time. Her bottom grew sorer by the minute, but still he continued to strike her, indifferent to her suffering. She writhed under the fierce assault, earning a stern warning to keep still, though that was easier said than done. She began to despair and wonder if it would ever end; but even as she thought it the beating stopped, and Holmann proceeded to stroke her sore flesh.

			‘Pink,’ he said, somewhat breathlessly, ‘but not pink enough, I’m thinking. What do you say, Dagna?’

			‘Nowhere near enough,’ the woman said scornfully. ‘These pig-girls are thick-skinned. If you want to be sure she’s feeling it you need to keep going until her arse is good and red.’

			He started to spank her again, left and right as before. It was worse than ever and soon all thoughts of staying silent were abandoned as first sobs then yelps were torn from her lips, her stoicism failing fast. Then just as she was growing desperate and thinking she could take no more, he stopped again and told her to stand up. She climbed stiffly to her feet, rubbing her poor tender behind, unable to look either of them in the face. The beating had made her see herself for what she was – a stupid country girl who didn’t know when to keep her mouth shut. A serf, who should have learned by now not to challenge her betters. A pig-girl, as Dagna was fond of reminding her.

			‘I expect you’re wishing you’d kept silent now,’ Holmann gloated. ‘I said you’d be sorry, didn’t I? So tell me, have you learned your lesson?’

			Lia pouted and nodded ruefully. The punishment had done its job; there would be no more rebellion from her in future.

			‘You certainly will before the night’s out,’ he said. ‘Do you know the best way to leave a lasting impression on a young woman?’

			‘No master,’ she whispered, with a sudden cold feeling in the pit of her stomach.

			‘Not many do. Some think a flogging will do it, using a lash with lead-tipped thongs to shred flesh. Others think a bullwhip is the answer, powerfully wielded so it cuts bone deep. All well and good, I say, if the idea is to maim the wretch. No, the key to success isn’t brute force, nor even a fearsome implement, but time. Time and a tireless arm, and that, young lady, is the way to leave a lasting impression.’

			Tears blurred Lia’s vision, for she knew he was explaining what they intended for her. The punishment wasn’t over at all.

			‘When I was younger,’ Holmann went on, ‘I could manage a protracted punishment session and still have strength to lift a flagon of ale. But those days are gone, sadly, so it’s lucky Dagna is here to help out.’

			He handed the drub to the woman, who told Lia to stand up straight with her hands clasped behind her head. As she did so Dagna took up station at her left side. ‘Don’t move your feet,’ the woman said ominously. ‘If you do I’ll make you wish you’d never been born, understand?’

			Lia gulped and nodded fearfully, then Dagna began to spank her, striking full on her bottom, six strokes to the left cheek then six to the right, repeated over and over. Lia concentrated on not moving her feet, her sole aim at this point, for she believed Dagna’s threat absolutely. But her hips rocked forward with each blow, and her back arched as she instinctively tried to draw away from the assault. Dagna was striking harder than Holmann, and such testing blows on an already sore bottom were agonising in the extreme.

			‘She’s feeling it now,’ the overseer observed, eyeing her expression, which told the whole story. She gritted her teeth and concentrated on remaining silent, but feared her effort was doomed to failure.

			‘She’ll feel it before I’m done,’ Dagna muttered darkly, ‘you can be sure of that.’

			Lia wondered why the woman hated her so. She remembered the suspicious, hostile look on Dagna’s face the first time they met. Lia could only assume it was the overseer who was the cause of her enmity. Perhaps she thought her privileged position with Holmann was under threat, for it was plain to see the man wanted Lia, if only to take her to bed. Whatever the cause, Dagna’s hatred was real and she was clearly determined not to waste the opportunity to vent that hatred on her helpless victim.

			And while she continued to ply the drub vigorously, Holmann took it upon himself to further Lia’s education in the matter of physical chastisement. ‘On occasion,’ he said, ‘there’s a need to hand out an especially severe punishment. Underneath the castle you’ll find a maze of tunnels and chambers – catacombs, some call ’em – dug into the rock by the ancients. We store food and water in one part, in case there’s a siege. Another section has been turned into dungeons to hold especially bad sinners, along with a torture chamber to make them rue their wicked ways. I tell you, there’s contraptions down there to make the blood run cold. I’ve seen ‘em; though not in action thank the saints. The torturer, Master Yves, works in secret, as jealous of his skills as any miser of his gold. If they ever take you down there, girl, and you find yourself in his hands, pray to God for a quick death.’

			Lia was no stranger to pain. A serf working the land knew much about the subject, for it was a hard life full of unremitting, backbreaking toil. She had learned even more in the past few days; and was learning again under Dagna’s strict tutelage. And yet the things Holmann spoke of sent a chill to her soul.

			But her present predicament forced such thoughts from her head. Her bottom was on fire, and still Dagna showed no sign of stopping. Lia whined through her clenched teeth at each cruel stroke, her vow of silence having been broken for the second time. She felt light-headed, and her legs were trembling so much it was a miracle she didn’t fall over. And since her two tormentors would doubtless see it as an act of defiance and punish her even more in consequence, Lia concentrated hard on staying on her feet.

			When the beating ceased Lia’s fears about falling came perilously close to realisation. Her hips swayed, anticipating the blow, but it never came. She tottered, and only by taking a hasty step back did she manage to regain her balance. Holmann chuckled, clearly amused, whereas Dagna seemed more interested in Lia’s poor ravaged bottom, studying it with evident satisfaction and cruelly agitating the blotchy welts with a long fingernail.

			Chapter Seven

			Lia saw the shadow approaching before she heard a sound. When he wanted to, Stig could obviously move as silently as the ghost she’d first taken him for. He stopped by her bed and squatted, and Lia lay still, feigning sleep, wanting friendly contact after all the suffering she’d endured late into the night.

			Stig’s cold hands slipped under the blanket and grasped her breasts. He kneaded her and she remained quiet, breathing slowly, her eyes shut tight.

			‘You’d never make a soldier, miss,’ he murmured. ‘Soldiers sleep every chance they get. You never know when you’ll get another opportunity.’

			‘How did you know I’m awake?’ she whispered, opening her eyes.

			‘I knew, that’s all,’ he said enigmatically. ‘A nightmare what woke you, was it?’

			‘No,’ she said. ‘I was punished a few hours ago, and the soreness is keeping me awake.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said, withdrawing his hands. ‘I’d best leave you in peace. You need to sleep. It’ll do you good.’ He started to rise but she caught hold of his sleeve. She pulled his hand under the blanket and guided it between her legs, hearing him inhale sharply.

			‘I’m still a virgin,’ she whispered.

			‘Don’t you worry, missy,’ he wheezed, understanding her need, ‘I’ll be careful.’ And he was. He caressed her sex, stroking and teasing the lips until she was wet. He found her nubbin and rubbed in tiny circles with a fingertip. Lia bit on a corner of the blanket to stifle her moans. The last thing she needed was Jarold wanting his cock sucked in return for his silence, but when Stig withdrew his hand she could have wept with frustration.

			‘I’ve got to go,’ he said reluctantly.

			‘Not yet,’ she pleaded. ‘Stay a minute longer.’

			‘I can’t, missy, or we’ll both be in trouble for being late. Just you remember to tell me when you lose your cherry, all right? I’ll give you a proper fingering then, one you won’t forget in a hurry, and that’s a promise.’

			Then he was gone, leaving Lia to contemplate that she didn’t even know what he looked like.

			In the morning Lia was stiff and sore, but so was Tilda, and she wasn’t complaining. There was nothing for it but to carry on as best they could. The work was still there waiting to be done, and no one else was going to do it. Dagna largely ignored them, which made Lia think her theory was right, and the woman was content now the rightful order had been restored, and she and Tilda put firmly in their place.

			Holmann told the pair of them to fill the big water barrel, a task requiring many trips to the well. It was hard work lugging the heavy buckets, and Lia’s arms and shoulders were soon aching dreadfully. As they made their way back to the kitchen and emptied their buckets into the barrel for the twentieth time, Holmann came bustling up to check on them, his face wearing its customary scowl.

			‘Hurry up and finish that, Tilda,’ he said. ‘I need you to start shelling them peas. Lia, I want a word with you.’ He took her arm and led her off to one side, and she waited anxiously for whatever it was he wanted to say, for she doubted it would be good news. ‘I want you to come to my room tonight,’ he said. ‘When you hear the vesper-bell, come and knock on my door. You understand what I’m saying?’

			Lia stared at him, only then remembering that today was Thursday, the day the overseer took one of the females in his charge to bed. His face was calm enough, but there was no mistaking the look in his eye. It was lust, plain and simple, and she was the object of it.

			‘Y-yes, master,’ she stammered, there being no other answer she could give. He dismissed her brusquely, and she picked up the buckets and went out.

			‘What did he want?’ Tilda asked as they waited their turn at the well.

			‘I’m to go to him tonight,’ Lia said. ‘You know, to spend the night with him.’

			‘I said he would, didn’t I? It was plain from the first moment he set eyes on you. Like I told you before, he’ll most likely want you to suck his cock, though I expect he’ll maul you a bit first. He’s a pig, is Holmann. He’ll make you swallow his spunk, for sure. For your own sake don’t think about it just do it, okay? It won’t harm you.’

			Lia nodded, feeling the butterflies in her stomach. She knew all about swallowing men’s slime from poor Helma’s experiences.

			At the appointed time, shivering with fright, she made her way along the passage and knocked on Holmann’s door, and to her dismay it wasn’t the overseer who answered, but Dagna. Surely she wasn’t going to watch… was she?

			‘The pig-girl’s here,’ she said over her shoulder, then pushed past Lia and flounced off towards the dormitory. Relieved to see her go, though not at all happy to be in her place, Lia went in.

			Holmann was lying back on the bed, and she was shocked to see he was naked. It was not a pretty sight, for he was fatter than she’d imagined: the loose smock he always wore obviously hid much of it. There was hair all over his torso and legs; mostly black, but greying too, and sprouting up from his dark groin was his cock, short and stout and slightly curved. He was languidly stroking it as he leered at her, to keep it stiff, she imagined. Moisture glistened on the shaft, and she realised Dagna must have been sucking him just seconds before in readiness for her arrival.

			‘Little Lia,’ he drawled, ‘do come in.’ He only had two expressions, she’d noticed; the scowl and the leer, and the latter broadened as he waited for her, his hand outstretched. Lia thought she almost preferred the scowl.

			She went over and sat on the edge of the bed, as far from him as she could. She knew it made more sense to get whatever he wanted from her over and done with as quickly as possible, but she wasn’t fully in control of herself right at that moment. She needed time to come to terms with all this, even though it meant prolonging the misery.

			‘Let’s have a proper look at you,’ he said. ‘Take your things off.’

			She stood up again and undressed, while Holmann sat up on the bed to watch, stroking his cock all the while, and when she was naked he reached out again to draw her down beside him. He pinched her nipples, cruelly hurting them, and she held her breath but he just sniggered, unconcerned that he was causing her discomfort.

			After a while of toying with her he pushed her down on her back. Spreading her legs wide he parted her sex lips with his fingers and poked inside, careful as always, checking to see she was still intact. Satisfied he pinched the lips, pressing his thumbnail into her soft tissue, smirking at her obvious discomfort, then he plucked at her nubbin, making her moan.

			‘You should think yourself lucky,’ he said with a grin. ‘If it was Master Yves doing this in the dungeon he’d be using red-hot pincers.’

			She shuddered, and Holmann chuckled and rolled her over onto her front. He pressed a finger against her anus, feeling its resistance give, and the stout digit sank inside her tight rear passage, and not just the tip like before, but all the way until his palm was cupping her tender buttocks. He slid it slowly in and out and she groaned in discomfort and dismay, until after abusing her in this fashion for a minute or two he withdrew the finger and told her to kneel beside him as he reclined, his hands behind his head.

			‘You do it for me now,’ he ordered, nodding proudly at his standing cock, and hesitantly she did what she’d seen him do, gripping it and moving her fist experimentally up and down, again and again. Then, her confidence growing, she instinctively used the ball of her thumb to caress the engorged head, paying particular attention to the little eye, which now seeped a little clear liquid. His cock pulsed and quivered, and he grunted with pleasure and rocked his hips, watching her closely, his immense pleasure evident.

			After a while he sat up, and the look on his face told her what was coming next. He told her to get off the bed and kneel on the floor with her hands behind her back, and he then clambered off the bed and stood in front of her.

			‘Don’t touch my cock with your hands,’ he said. ‘You need to learn to control it with lips and tongue alone. Do you understand?’ Lia blushed and nodded. ‘Very well, open your mouth.’

			With her heart thumping she took a deep breath, closed her eyes and opened her mouth, and felt his cock slide in over her tongue, stretching her lips even wider apart until her jaw ached. She shuddered, revolted, but remained dutifully still nonetheless. The degradation was awful, and she was afraid she wouldn’t do it properly and he’d be angry with her and beat her again, or something even worse. But it turned out she didn’t have to do very much at all, for Holmann clamped her head in his hands and began to move his hips back and forth, pulling her face into his hairy groin each time he stabbed. All Lia had to do was stay obedient and try to please him as quickly as possible to get it over with.

			‘Look up at me,’ he said, and she opened her eyes. He was watching her, a satisfied smirk on his face. ‘You should always look up at the man you’re servicing,’ he said. ‘It shows you appreciate the honour he’s granting you.’

			He continued to steadily fuck her mouth, and with sinking spirits she realised staying power wasn’t a thing he lacked. And he began to push deeper, her difficulties in accommodating him increasing. Now and then his cock sank into her throat and she almost gagged, her hands wanting to rise defensively.

			‘Keep them down,’ he warned sternly, anticipating her instincts. ‘Keep your hands behind your back, no matter what.’

			Easier said than done, for she could hardly breathe at times and panic was always close. When he had to warn her a second time, and then a third, she thought he would surely punish her for it.

			At last his movements started to quicken and she knew he was close to his climax. This was the hardest time of all for her, for he was in the grip of intense lust and had little control over his movements. He sank into her throat with no regard for her capacity to take it, and she could do nothing but pray it would be over soon.

			He grunted, jerked, and then she almost choked as his seed filled her mouth and flooded her throat. She coughed and gagged, aware of him telling her to swallow, and remembered the same demand being made of her sister, times without number. And that was what Lia did, accepting Holmann’s spunk, wanting nothing more than to get through the ordeal and return to her own bed where she prayed sleep would bring respite.

			He shuffled away from her finally and slumped down on the bed, breathing heavily. Lacking further instructions she remained kneeling where she was, head down, gazing vacantly at the floor, feeling miserable beyond words. After a while she heard him moving, heard the chest lid open and closed her eyes, waiting for the pain to start.

			Chapter Eight

			Two days later Holmann assembled all the servants and announced he’d be away for two weeks. King Ulric’s brother, Roland, king in his own right in neighbouring Darkheim, had arranged a tourney to celebrate the knighting of his eldest son. King Ulric and Prince Baran had been invited, along with a host of lords and captains from both Darkheim and Attland, and from Darkheim’s ally, Gant. Naturally there would be a banquet each night, and naturally King Roland’s own kitchen staff would be hard pressed to cope with all those extra mouths to feed. King Ulric had therefore ordered Holmann to go, and to take one other with him.

			‘He’ll take Jarold, you’ll see,’ Tilda whispered in Lia’s ear as they listened to Holmann’s speech.

			‘I’ve decided to take Jarold,’ Holmann said, earning Lia a jab in the ribs from Tilda’s elbow. ‘It would have been Dagna, but she’s needed here to act in my place. Treat her orders as though they were my own. If I hear bad reports of you on my return, we’ll be having punishments up in the ward for all to watch. Dagna, I say again, is in charge.’

			‘Saint Ivar help us,’ Tilda muttered under her breath.

			‘King Ulric will take half the guard, six men, for an escort, together with the guard captain. The sergeant will stay here with the others to guard the queen. With half away the workload here will lighten, obviously, but it will still be a testing time with me and Jarold gone, and you’ll all have to make an extra effort. Do your best and you have nothing to fear; fail to do your best and the whole castle will be hearing your screams for mercy. That’s all I have to say. Now carry on with your work.’

			Holmann and Jarold duly departed, but Tilda pointed out that they were actually only one person short. Holmann and Dagna did little except order everyone else about, and Dagna was quite capable of managing that all by herself. Jarold was the only worker missing.

			‘And good riddance, too,’ she added.

			Dagna made the most of her elevated status, giving twice as many orders as were necessary, finding fault with every little thing, and generally making herself objectionable. Lia guessed she was looking for the least excuse to punish someone, and was soon proved right. Berta was baking a game pie, and after making the pastry for the crust she’d asked Lia to roll it out.

			‘What do you call that?’ Dagna snapped, looking over Lia’s shoulder.

			‘Pastry,’ Lia said politely, keeping her tone humble so as not to cause offence. ‘For the pie.’

			‘Pastry?’ Dagna snorted. ‘You’ve rolled it so thin it looks more like parchment to me. Durwin, get over here.’ Durwin dropped the turnip he was peeling back in the tub and hurried over.

			‘Does that look like pastry you’d serve to a queen?’ Dagna asked him. ‘Or is it fit only for pigs and pig-girls?’

			Lia had to suppress her annoyance at such arrogance. They were back to the same old insults it seemed, now that Dagna was in charge.

			Durwin looked at the pastry on the table, looked at Lia sorrowfully, then turned to Dagna. ‘For the pigs, I’d say,’ he mumbled.

			Lia kept her head down. She felt no resentment at his apparent betrayal, for she knew he had little choice and intended telling him so later. He was doing the sensible thing, for there was no point in both of them being punished.

			‘You know the big chest in Holmann’s room?’ Dagna asked him. ‘Fetch me the leather strap; the black one, mind, not the brown one.’

			Durwin went off, returning five minutes later with the strap in question. It was short, no more than eighteen inches long, and made of thick, sturdy leather. For most of its length it was as broad as a man’s hand, but one end was narrower with a wooden handle. Dagna took it from him, examined it for a moment, touching it reverently and smiling enigmatically, then swept it down venomously against the top of the table. It made a fearsome crack and Lia flinched and gasped.

			‘Durwin, lift her smock up,’ Dagna commanded. ‘Right up so we can see those tits she so proudly flaunts to all and sundry.’

			Durwin stiffened, and for a moment Lia feared he would refuse. She stared at him as he had once stared at her, intently, willing him to read her mind; and after a few tense moments he let out his breath and relaxed. He drew her smock all the way up, though not without an apologetic shrug. Lia thought he was a fool to risk even that.

			‘Stay there,’ Dagna told him. ‘Hold it up so it doesn’t fall down. You, pig-girl, clasp your hands behind your head and keep them there.’

			The strapping was a hard one, as Lia had guessed it would be. Dagna struck her with all her sadistic strength, and Lia’s poor bottom was soon aflame once more. Durwin’s face, so close to her own, was full of pity, but of course there was nothing he could do.

			As the punishment progressed Dagna quizzed her on the right way to roll out pastry and other related topics, her aim being to force Lia to answer so that Durwin could hear the pain in her voice as well as see it in her expression. All in all it was a thoroughly wretched experience, and Lia’s only consolation was that she’d saved Durwin as he had once saved her. Dagna was a dangerous enemy; even more so now she was in charge, and obedience to her remained the only intelligent course of action.

			Dagna took to wearing the strap on a lanyard thereafter, hanging from her belt, and Lia and Tilda came to taste it often as the days went by. That their misdemeanours were trivial, or even non-existent, seemed not to matter. Dagna wished them to suffer, so suffer they did, and their bottoms were permanently sore as a result.

			There were other punishments too, of a more imaginative nature, the cruellest of which came a couple of days before Holmann was due to return. Lia somehow managed to drop a dish of eels, which shattered on the flagstone floor, and Dagna pounced eagerly. She produced an object she must have been saving for just such an occasion and told Lia she must wear it.

			At first sight it seemed innocuous enough: a long strip of linen, but closer inspection revealed its dark secret. At one end tiny hooks had been fixed to one side of the fabric. They were rose thorns, Lia realised, hundreds of them, each one painstakingly stitched in place so that they covered that end of the cloth completely.

			The method of use couldn’t have been easier. The strip of cloth was laid over Lia’s bare breasts, the thorns in contact with her flesh, and the length of material was then wound tightly around her torso, so that the cruel thorns bit excruciatingly into her fleshy breasts.

			Dagna told Lia she must wear it all day, and went to great lengths to ensure she would feel it. The least movement was painful in the extreme, and the tasks Lia was given entailed reaching and stretching. By the end of the day, with Lia’s breasts pricked and scratched mercilessly, she was given more bad news; she must keep the binding on all night.

			Though finally allowed to rip off the cruel item at dawn, Lia’s troubles were not over, for that same day, tired and clumsy from lack of sleep, she made mistake after mistake. She was strapped five times in all, and by nightfall her bottom was so raw she couldn’t sit down. She did wonder whether Holmann would have put a stop to such sadistic victimisation had he been there, or whether Dagna would have bent him to her will in her usual fashion.

			On the final day of Dagna being in charge a minor crisis arose. Just before noon a stocky, dark-haired youth appeared in the kitchen, with a message for the acting overseer. Lia learned later that his name was Edwyn, though everyone called him Maggot, for some reason. He was a page in the royal household, and came with a request from Queen Gudrun for rhubarb served with cream for her dessert, to which Dagna was obliged to act promptly.

			Durwin and Tilda had already been dispatched on other errands, which is why Lia found herself a few minutes later hurrying through the town seeking first a fruit seller and then a dairyman for fresh cream. Having returned with the items, and hastily washed and chopped the rhubarb and poured on the cream, she was dispatched to the royal apartments to deliver it, a thing Dagna had once assured her would never happen.

			More than a little nervous at the prospect of meeting a lady of such stature face to face, Lia made her way up the stairs, passing first the guardroom, then the great hall where the king held court, to arrive, breathless and a little light-headed, at the topmost floor, where the royal family dwelt. To her consternation there were several doors, all shut, and she had no idea which one was the queen’s.

			At the far end of the landing was a guard wearing a helmet and mail armour, and bearing a spear. He grinned and winked, and she saw it was Terrell, the nice-looking one Tilda liked. She approached, thinking to ask him which was the queen’s room, and as she did so the door beside her opened and a woman hurried out, almost bumping into her in the process.

			‘Oh, forgive me,’ the woman said in a soft, cultured voice. Lia was too flustered to speak, for this was a great lady, clearly, dressed in a long blue gown embroidered with silver thread, and wearing a silver cross on a chain about her neck. That Lia should meet her was remarkable enough, for she was more beautiful even than the statue of the Madonna in the cathedral, but for this person to speak to her, a mere servant, and to beg her forgiveness… that went beyond comprehension. And so Lia simply gawped, mute, while the lady waited, a gentle smile on her ruby-red lips.

			‘Did you want something?’ the lady asked, when it was apparent Lia had been struck dumb. ‘Speak up, my dear; don’t be afraid.’

			Her kind smile and soft words finally broke the spell. ‘The… the queen wanted this, my lady,’ Lia stammered, holding out the bowl of fruit and cream. ‘I fetched it from the town and prepared it… and here it is for her.’

			The lady beamed and inclined her head. ‘Thank you, I’ll take it to her, shall I?’

			Such politeness, such consideration from a highborn person was more than Lia could cope with. She babbled some response or other, handed over the bowl, bobbed a quick curtsey then turned and bolted. With the sound of musical laughter in her ears she fled down the stairs as fast as her legs would carry her.

			The one good thing about the time with Holmann away, was that Durwin came to her bed each night. They cuddled and kissed, and touched each other intimately, with Durwin giving her pleasure and Lia stroking his cock until he ejaculated into the cloth she kept under the mattress for that purpose. Afterwards they lay together, and he explained that he hadn’t been able to come before because of Jarold.

			‘I know about the hencoop,’ he whispered, keeping his voice down so as not to wake the others. ‘Jarold was forever boasting about it. He said you enjoyed it and begged for more.’

			‘I hated it,’ Lia whispered. ‘I hate him.’

			‘I know that. Jarold’s a rat and a liar. He said you offered to suck him too, but no one believes him. Even Tilda can’t stand him, and she’ll fuck anybody any time. That’s what they say down at the army barracks, at least.’

			‘Not any time,’ a voice protested mischievously from the next bed. ‘I’m pure on Saint Ivar’s day.’

			Lia smiled, and Durwin chuckled softly. ‘I can’t come once Jarold’s back,’ he went on. ‘He’ll know, and get you punished for it.’

			Lia sighed. He was right, but she was going to miss him badly all the same. And she would definitely miss his gentle caresses, taking her mind off her troubles.

			The next day, with Holmann back from his excursion and everything as it was before, Maggot put in another appearance. This time it wasn’t rhubarb he was seeking, but Lia, who was summoned to the royal apartments. The others regarded her strangely as she washed her hands and tidied her smock, and Tilda and Durwin looked apprehensive, which made Lia uncertain too, so that her knees were trembling and her heart thumping as she followed Maggot up the stairs.

			When they reached the top floor he stopped outside a door, knocked, and told Lia to go straight in. Lia swallowed anxiously and opened the door.

			It was a lady’s bedchamber, and the lady was in residence, perched on the end of the bed. And it was none other than Lia’s lady in blue, the one who’d spoken kindly to her and taken the bowl of rhubarb and cream to the queen.

			‘Come in, Lia,’ she said, her voice just as kindly as Lia remembered. ‘Come sit here, beside me.’

			She patted the bedcover, and Lia, astonished that a lady of such breeding would know her name, walked over on weak legs and sat beside her.

			‘Are you thirsty?’ the lady asked. ‘Shall I send for pear cider, or just some water, perhaps?’

			‘N-no, thank you, m-my lady,’ Lia stammered.

			‘You called me that before,’ she said. ‘It’s a title to which I have no claim, however. My name is Velda, and that’s what you should call me. Or you can call me mistress, if it would make you feel more comfortable.’

			‘Thank you… mistress,’ Lia mumbled self-consciously.

			Velda nodded with satisfaction. ‘I’ve asked you here for a special reason, my dear. I want to examine you in an intimate fashion, though I can’t explain my motives at this time, but would you allow me to do that?’

			The notion that such a person would ask Lia’s permission for anything was so strange that words seemed to fail her. So she nodded lamely, and Velda asked her to get undressed. As though in a dream, kindness being something alien and disorientating to her, Lia stood up and removed her things, then Velda drew her close and touched between her thighs, the way Holmann did, though she did it more gently and more considerately than the brutish overseer.

			‘You’re still a virgin,’ Velda mused. ‘That’s good, Lia. Innocence is a precious thing, and shouldn’t be wasted on the first handsome face that comes along.’ She stood up and walked around Lia slowly, looking her up and down. ‘Your buttocks are heavily marked, I see.’

			‘Yes, mistress.’

			‘Are you beaten often?’

			‘Yes, mistress, they do it all the time.’ As soon as the words were out Lia regretted them. It might be construed as criticism of her overseer, and if Holmann found out she would be in serious trouble. She shivered at the thought of what he might do. ‘But I expect I deserve it, mistress,’ she added hastily in an attempt to rectify the mistake.

			‘Possibly,’ Velda said, though she sounded unconvinced. ‘And all these scratches on your breasts. I can’t imagine how you might have acquired those.’

			Lia explained about the rose thorn bandage, and Velda’s delicate eyebrows arched in surprise… or horror, Lia wasn’t sure which. ‘And did you deserve that too?’ the woman asked.

			‘Yes, mistress, I dropped a plateful of eels,’ Lia explained, ‘so Dagna had no choice but to punish me as she saw fit, I suppose.’

			Velda frowned and patted her arm comfortingly. ‘Would you like to learn how to be a lady, Lia?’ she suddenly asked, taking the girl by complete surprise. ‘Would you like to learn how to behave like one, how to carry yourself correctly? If you can learn you could improve your lot in life. You might become a lady’s companion, even.’

			Lia had never considered such a thing; had never even dreamed it might be possible. And yet the moment Velda made the offer she knew it was what she wanted more than anything in the world. If she was a lady’s companion she would no longer be a serf, and if she wasn’t a serf she might be able to help Helma and her father.

			‘Oh yes, mistress!’ she beamed breathlessly, excitedly, her head spinning with sudden, unexpected hope. ‘Yes please!’

			And that was how it all started. They sat together on the edge of the bed, and Velda told her they’d begin with anatomical terms, delicately touching Lia’s breasts. ‘So what are these called?’

			‘Breasts… mistress,’ Lia said gingerly.

			‘That’s right, breasts. And these?’

			‘Nipples, mistress.’

			‘Correct. You’re doing very well, Lia. And what’s this?’

			‘My belly button, mistress.’

			Velda chuckled. ‘Well, that’s what children call it, certainly. The proper name is navel. Lay back now and part your knees, and I’ll teach you some more.’

			Lia did as instructed, blushing furiously, and Velda proceeded to touch parts of her anatomy and then say the proper name, the one a lady would use. Lia had to concentrate hard, for the words were difficult. Her slit was really her vulva, she learned, the opening inside was her vagina, and her lips were called her labia.

			‘And this is your clitoris,’ Velda said, tickling Lia’s nubbin. ‘It’s very sensitive, but you probably know that already.’

			She continued to stroke it, watching Lia’s face, and when she stopped it was much to the breathless girl’s disappointment. She rolled Lia over and the lesson continued. The two cheeks she sat on were her buttocks, Velda said, though bottom was acceptable. Backside was most definitely not, however, and neither was arse. Her bottom-hole was her anus, and the passage inside was her rectum.

			‘Good,’ Velda said. ‘Now let’s run through them again, to help you remember.’

			And so they did; and Velda turned it into a game by touching each part in a different way. She squeezed Lia’s breasts, pinched her nipples and stroked her navel. She rubbed her vulva, nipped her labia, patted her buttocks and prodded her anus, while Lia bit her lip and made no sound, for she was trying to act in a ladylike fashion and felt sure a lady would behave with dignity, although she struggled with this when Velda pressed a finger into her rectum, sinking it as far as it would go.

			‘I see you’re a good girl who doesn’t make a lot of unnecessary fuss,’ Velda encouraged. ‘I’m glad about that, my dear. Things that can’t be helped must be accepted with fortitude, mustn’t they?’

			The straightened finger still impaled Lia, flexing and working in and out. After a while a second finger joined it, which hurt a little, making Lia wince, but she bore it in silence, thinking that was how one endured things with fortitude.

			Then Velda rolled her over and examined her vagina. ‘This is how I know you’re a virgin,’ she said. ‘The membrane I’m feeling now is called your hymen. That’s the last new word to remember, for today at least. So that’s it; I think we’re done. I haven’t forgotten anything, have I?’

			She began to stroke Lia’s clitoris like before, only this time she didn’t stop and soon Lia was panting and her hips were moving in unison with the exquisite caress.

			‘I see you like this,’ Velda purred. ‘Does someone else do something similar for you?’

			‘The overseer… did it once, mistress,’ she gasped. ‘And there’s a guard, too. He wakes me up this way… so I can do my chores.’ Though Lia didn’t want to lie to Velda she didn’t mention Durwin’s name, for it might mean trouble for him.

			‘The guard wakes you up by tickling your clitoris?’ Velda said, wryly amused.

			‘Yes, mistress, and… and by feeling my breasts.’

			‘Maybe I should arrange for him to wake me up, too,’ Velda murmured, seemingly to herself.

			Lia felt something strange deep inside, as if she was dissolving slowly, but in the most wonderful way. Her gasps soon turned to a sobs of pleasure, and the movement of her hips became a languid dance of delight.

			‘Do you know what it is you’re feeling now, Lia?’ Velda asked, but the girl shook her head, unable to speak. ‘It’s called an orgasm. I know I said no more new words, but I think this is one you’ll be happy to learn. It’s also called a climax, and it’s building in you now. You’re very close, in fact. I wasn’t going to do this, but you’ve been really good and I think you deserve it.’

			She fell silent, and Lia abandoned herself to the waves of bliss washing through her body. Something seemed to explode inside and she squealed, pushing up with her hips. Velda crooned to her, telling her she was a sweet, clever girl, as slowly the feelings subsided, leaving Lia spent, and limp, and utterly contented.

			Chapter Nine

			Something strange and disturbing took place on her return to the kitchen. Everyone, Holmann included, behaved oddly around her. It was almost as if they were frightened of her, though that made no sense at all. Even Tilda and Durwin looked awkward, unsure whether to talk to her or not, and when Holmann and Dagna disappeared for a while Lia asked Durwin what was going on.

			‘We’ve all been warned off,’ he said awkwardly, not looking her in the eye. ‘Maggot brought a message from the queen. No one is to hurt you or even touch you. Holmann’s not allowed to punish you, and you’re to be given light duties only. Oh, and Tilda’s got to do the morning chores in your place.’

			Lia just stared at him, barely able to take this in. ‘But why?’ she asked plaintively. ‘What does it mean?’

			Durwin licked his lips nervously and turned away. For a second she thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then he shook his head and turned back to face her. Their eyes met and they were just Durwin and Lia again, who found comfort in each other’s arms at night.

			‘Maggot didn’t tell us,’ he said, ‘but everybody knows. It’s happened once before, with Alda, Princess Magdalena’s bondmaiden. You’ll be moving up to the royal apartments soon, Lia. You’re wanted for special duties.’

			The summons wasn’t long coming – the very next day, in fact. Lia collected her things and followed Maggot as before, and as before he led her to Velda’s bedchamber.

			‘Ah, my dear,’ the lady welcomed as Maggot made his bowing exit, ‘I imagine you’re a little confused as to why you’re here. It’s all my doing, I’m afraid. I suggested to Queen Gudrun that you would make better progress with your training to become a lady’s companion if you stayed here, with me. The queen agreed, and you know the rest. Shall we make an immediate start on your second lesson?’

			‘Y-yes, mistress,’ Lia said warily. Velda’s words hadn’t really explained anything, for she could hardly believe that so exalted a person as the queen would take an interest in her, a lowly servant. But here she was, with no choice but to do what Velda told her to do. And the first thing Velda told her to do, predictably, was take off her clothes.

			‘Now then,’ Velda continued, as soon as Lia stood naked and meek before her, ‘you’ve probably guessed there’s a new word to learn. And that word is cunnilingus…’

			Cunnilingus, Lia soon discovered, was the most wonderful thing.

			At first, when Velda put her head between Lia’s thighs and began licking her, Lia was startled, even afraid, and tried to close her knees. But the woman raised her head and told her firmly to lie still and not to resist, then her tongue and lips went back to work. And so Lia lay there quietly, and slowly such feelings of pleasure stole through her that she no longer cared if it was proper for a lady to be doing this to a serf. She suspected Father Adalard, if he knew, would declare it to be a most terrible sin, but – and she risked her very soul by admitting it even to herself – she didn’t care about that, either.

			Velda paused again some time later to rebuke Lia gently. ‘No, don’t close your eyes,’ she said. ‘Watch everything I do. Watch my tongue most especially, and try to remember how it feels when I do certain things, such as this…’

			She dipped her head and flicked the tip of her tongue lightly but rapidly over Lia’s vulva. ‘And this…’ She took Lia’s labia between her lips and sucked. ‘And this…’

			Velda tongued Lia’s clitoris vigorously, and sucked on it too, till Lia thought she would faint from pleasure.

			‘You must try to remember everything I do and how it makes you feel,’ Velda said, pausing in her endeavours. ‘I’ll be testing you later, and shan’t be pleased if I find you haven’t been paying attention.’

			And so Lia watched, knowing she would be punished if she didn’t concentrate. Though she certainly didn’t want that, still she found it very hard indeed to keep her eyes open and remember things, as Velda demanded, when all she wanted to do was lie back and let such wonderful feelings take her soaring up into the clouds, like the white doves the town released on Saint Ivar’s day.

			Velda persevered, and in no time at all Lia was writhing and sobbing as the orgasm took her. Velda praised her afterwards, like before, and fingering her gently until she was quiet and still once more.

			‘That was very sweetly done, my dear,’ she murmured. ‘Are you ready for your next test now?’ Lia nodded dreamily. ‘Good…’ the woman purred. ‘Well the test is, you must do the same to me as I have just done to you.’

			Lia gasped in shock, but it was evident that Velda was perfectly serious, for she took off her beautiful blue gown, beneath which she wore a white silk under-tunic and silk hose that came just above the knee. And when she was utterly naked, wearing nothing but her necklace, she lay back on the bed and parted her thighs. Lia gasped a second time then, for Velda had no hair at all between her legs, so that her vulva pouted, pink and bare as a baby’s.

			‘Come, child,’ she crooned, stroking a languorous hand over her smooth, shapely hips and thighs. ‘Let us discover how much you can remember.’

			Astonished still, yet strangely excited at the same time, Lia knelt between Velda’s legs and bent her head to the task. Soon she was licking and sucking for all she was worth, determined to give a good account of herself; and though fear of punishment was certainly part of what drove her, there was also a desire to make the lady as deliciously happy as the lady herself had made Lia feel just a brief time before. And to judge from Velda’s soft moaning sighs and wriggling hips, Lia was managing to do precisely that. As the lady tossed and heaved and warbled in her climax most enthusiastically, her young pupil could believe she had been successful.

			‘Lia,’ Velda gasped, ‘my dear girl, you pass the test! What a clever little tongue you have, to be sure.’

			She lay awhile until her breathing returned to normal, then rose and put on her clothes. ‘Come,’ she said, ‘there’s someone I want you to meet… none other than Princess Elfrida, youngest daughter of King Ulric and Queen Gudrun. You are to be the princess’s bondmaiden. Come.’

			And so, with Lia naked still and trembling, shocked by this latest revelation, she followed Velda out of her chamber, past a guard whose eyes nearly popped out of his head at the sight before him, into the royal apartments.

			Princess Elfrida was golden-haired, slender, about Lia’s age, and lovelier even than the gilt angels in the nave of the great chapel. She lay on her bed playing with a black and white puppy, and didn’t seem at all pleased to see them.

			‘Who is this person?’ she asked, frowning so intensely she suddenly wasn’t pretty any more.

			‘This is Lia, princess,’ Velda said. ‘She is to be your bondmaiden.’

			‘Well I don’t want her!’ Elfrida said sulkily. ‘Take her away! Why can’t I have Maggot back?’

			‘All this has been explained, princess,’ Velda said patiently. ‘Maggot is no longer a boy and you are no longer a girl. It isn’t proper for him to attend you any longer. A princess of your age must have a bondmaiden, and you are to have Lia, as Princess Magdalena has Alda. Your mother the queen has declared as much.’

			‘Well tell mama I won’t, you hear me? And I would never have her in any case.’ She stared scornfully at Lia. The puppy yapped and wagged its tail, and furiously she pushed it off the bed, where it landed with a yelp and promptly scampered away.

			‘Lia is working hard to become a suitable companion and bondmaiden to a princess,’ Velda went on patiently, ‘and I think the princess in question should at least give her a chance to prove herself. I’m sure that when you’ve enjoyed her newfound talents for cunnilingus you’ll change your mind.’

			For the first time Princess Elfrida looked interested. The frown disappeared and she regarded Lia thoughtfully. ‘Is she better than you?’ she asked.

			‘I cannot keep servicing you, princess,’ Velda said. ‘I am bondmaiden to the queen, and my place is at her side. I’ve been neglecting my duties dreadfully of late, caring for you, but it can’t go on. Lia is to be your bondmaiden and you must give her a chance. Your mother has decreed it, and I wish it. Won’t you at least do that?’

			Lia barely heard the end of the exchange for she was still reeling at the news that Velda wasn’t nobly born, but was a servant herself. She was bondmaiden to the second highest personage in the land, true, but a servant still.

			‘Very well,’ Elfrida was saying, ‘I shall give her a chance, as you suggest. But if she doesn’t please me I shall have Maggot back whether you or mother or anyone else likes it or not.’

			She bounced back on the bed as she spoke and drew up her skirts. She was wearing a pale gold satin robe with nothing at all underneath. Lia saw that her sex was bald, presumably shaved, just like Velda’s. She spread her slender legs wide and beckoned to Lia.

			‘Come on then, girl,’ she said imperiously. ‘Let’s see if you’re as good as Velda claims. Lick me until I tell you to stop.’

			Lia glanced anxiously at Velda, who nodded and smiled encouragingly. ‘Go to Princess Elfrida now, Lia,’ she quietly urged. ‘Do for her what you did for me. Show her what young women from Three Elms village are made of.’

			Once again Lia was taken aback, for they hadn’t spoken of Lia’s past, so how could Velda know where she was from? The only explanation was that she’d enquired into Lia’s background, which was a sensible precaution, probably, in view of her new appointment as bondmaiden to a princess.

			Feeling not half so confident of her abilities as Velda seemed to be, Lia moved forward and knelt in front of Elfrida. She lowered her head and began licking and sucking all over again. She was nervous at first, but soon grew more confident as Elfrida began to squirm and gasp, clearly enjoying her efforts. Lia concentrated on the princess’s clitoris, and in a remarkably short time Elfrida was climaxing, but that was not it over, for the princess kept her there by holding fast to her hair, and after she’d rested for a minute or two she ordered Lia to do it again, and in fact it took three orgasms before she seemed truly satisfied.

			‘Very well,’ she eventually conceded, stretching like a cat and smiling dreamily, ‘I will keep you for now. You can sleep here, on the floor next to my bed. I might want more attention from you in the night if I’m not feeling sleepy.’

			‘Not tonight,’ Velda said firmly. ‘Lia isn’t fully trained, nor has she been adequately groomed. I’ll bring her to you in a week’s time, by when she’ll be fit to enter your service.’

			Elfrida’s frown returned and she thumped the mattress in frustration. ‘First you tell me I must keep her, then you say I cannot. It really is too much! You are doing everything in your power to annoy me, Velda, and now I shall beat you for it. Fetch the whip.’

			Velda shook her head slowly. ‘Not the whip, princess,’ she said. ‘It will cut my flesh, and you know how the queen detests marks on her servants. If you truly must punish me you will have to use your hand. If that is not sufficiently severe then you may use the drub. Those are the only options your mother will countenance.’

			‘The drub, then,’ Elfrida snapped. ‘Fetch it this minute. And you can expect extra strokes for impertinence.’

			Chapter Ten

			Velda disappeared for a few minutes, returning with a drub not unlike Holmann’s, except this one was square bladed instead of round, and had a number of smaller holes rather than one larger one.

			At Elfrida’s command Velda removed all her clothes and took up a position astride a stool. She then leaned forward until her hands were flat on the floor, her buttocks thus perfectly presented for whatever treatment Elfrida wished to bestow upon them.

			‘Count the strokes aloud,’ the princess commanded. ‘I haven’t yet decided how many it will be. It might only be twelve, but if you blubber I might make it two dozen, do you hear me?’

			‘Yes, princess,’ Velda said meekly.

			‘Good. And you, bondmaiden, kneel there beside her. That’s it. Now, use both hands and press on her back. When her bottom’s burning and raw she might try to rise, so you must press hard to keep her in place.’

			‘Yes, my lady,’ Lia replied, obeying the instruction. Not knowing how she should behave in the presence of a princess, she modelled her demeanour on Velda’s.

			When satisfied all was as she wanted it, Elfrida swung her arm in a vicious arc and fetched Velda a tremendous crack on her bottom, causing the woman to jerk on the stool and struggle to suppress a gasp. ‘One, my lady,’ she managed.

			Elfrida continued to strike her as hard again, and again, and the count rose steadily. At twelve the princess paused, her brow glowing with a faint sheen of perspiration and her cheeks flushed.

			She decided to resume the beating, and as the count rose Velda’s mounting distress could be heard clearly in her strained voice, and by the time Elfrida stopped, at the previously hinted at twenty-four, Velda was panting heavily between counts.

			Lia helped her to her feet, whereupon Elfrida dismissed them both. They made their way back to Velda’s bedchamber, and the first thing the woman did was selflessly offer more advice to her young charge.

			‘Lia,’ she said, sounding weary and in discomfort still, ‘you must always obey your mistress’s commands to the best of your ability. It’s a bondmaiden’s bounden duty to obey without question; otherwise she is at liberty to have you flogged most severely. Though the queen disapproves of severe punishments in general, in such circumstances she would be the first to support her daughter. Let me show you a lash so you’ll understand what anything less than total obedience and commitment to your mistress risks.’

			She fetched the implement in question and handed it to Lia. At first sight it seemed not too threatening; a length of wood bound with braided silk cords that extended to form thongs. Lia swished it experimentally, thinking nothing of it until one of the thongs caught her calf. The pain was astonishing for so light a blow, and looking down she saw a thin red welt on her flesh, and examining the thongs more closely and saw that each was tipped with a tiny ball of lead.

			‘They’re bonded to the silk with a special adhesive,’ Velda explained, watching her charge finger the tiny sphere. ‘To be beaten with such an implement is to suffer the fires of hell, I’ve been told. Fortunately I’ve never experienced it, and pray fervently that I never will. And you, Lia, must do nothing to bring it upon yourself.’

			She took the lash away, leaving Lia to reflect soberly on the foreboding implement.

			Lia spent the night with Velda, in her bed. Though she expected a demand for cunnilingus, Velda professed herself too tired and too sore from her beating for such indulgences, though she did allow Lia to gently stroke between her legs before she drifted off to sleep.

			Lia slept soundly and awoke from a delicious dream in which Durwin was cuddling and caressing her, to find it was Velda’s hands instead. They rose and bathed, and Lia learned of the first and possibly the greatest benefit of living in the royal apartments. There was a bathing room far bigger than the one she was used to, and some unseen servant had brought jugs of water with which to wash; and it was hot water! There were wonderfully fragrant soaps and oils too, the likes of which she had never heard of, let alone seen or smelt, and so pleasant was it that Lia was reluctant to leave the place.

			Leave it she did, however, and was soon absorbed in learning a bondmaiden’s duties. Velda described Elfrida’s daily and weekly routines as she was shaving away the soft curls from between Lia’s thighs, then went on to explain the relevant parts of court ritual and custom whilst dressing Lia’s hair, and filing and polishing her finger and toenails.

			Over the next week Lia learned how to perform such grooming tasks herself, also bathroom duties, including the use of lotions and perfumes, how to dress the mistress, and the selection of jewellery appropriate to any occasion. Velda had her hone her new skills on anyone who was available, and Tilda, who brought their breakfast one morning all unknowing, returned to the kitchen a good two hours later – clutching a note from Velda to Holmann saying she wasn’t to be punished for it – with her sex shaved naked as a newborn and her hair up in an elegant coil. Velda generously volunteered to be a practice ‘victim’ also; and if she reserved the sexual aspects of Lia’s training solely for herself, who could blame her?

			Besides practicing with finger techniques and cunnilingus, there were dildoes to come to terms with. A lady in the royal apartments might have any number of them, in varying lengths and thicknesses, and Lia soon became accomplished in their selection and use. To see Velda dewy-eyed, breathless and limp after a long session with the black eel was charming indeed, though Lia still privately preferred using her hands and tongue as she found it more intimate.

			During this time Velda was constantly correcting Lia’s speech, so that she sounded less and less like a village girl and more like a young lady of Velda’s station.

			The seven days passed, and the following morning Lia, with a feeling of sadness and apprehension, was presented to Elfrida. Velda had taken pains with Lia’s appearance, obtaining for her a gown of fine white linen with simple but neat embroidery around the neckline, sleeve openings, and hem. Lacking a belt, Velda gave Lia one of her own, of red leather with a silver buckle and neat silver studs along its length. It was the most precious object Lia had ever owned, and she was struck dumb at the generosity of the gift. As to footwear, Velda said she would have to keep her slippers until the new ones she’d ordered arrived, though even the old ones were transformed by the simple expedient of stitching on some red braid to match her belt. Thus attired, and with her hair carefully brushed and tied back with a red ribbon, Lia was presented to Elfrida.

			‘She looks better, I suppose,’ the princess conceded reluctantly, after looking Lia up and down. ‘Can I have her now? You did say she’s my bondmaiden, after all.’

			‘Indeed she is, princess,’ Velda said, ‘and yes, you may have her now. But I request you be gentle with her, for you are new to having a bondmaiden and she is new to being one. Remember always that slaves are valuable items and should be treated as such. This is why your mother decided you should have a bondmaiden at this time, to help you understand the responsibilities of slave ownership.’

			The frown reappeared on Elfrida’s face as Velda spoke, and her words did little to reassure Lia, who stood watching her new mistress with butterflies in her stomach. ‘I understand perfectly well, but Lia is my slave now, not yours, and not my mother’s, and I shall do with her as I please. I thank you for your efforts on her behalf and on mine, and for all your past services, but now you may go.’

			This final dismissal was coldly formal, and Velda looked far from happy as she curtsied and took her leave. And then it was just the two of them; mistress and bondmaiden, and Elfrida looked Lia over once more, slowly walking around her new possession.

			‘Undress me,’ she said at last, standing before her again.

			‘Yes, my lady,’ Lia said, bobbing the little curtsey Velda had taught her, then helped Elfrida off with her gown, laying it across the back of a chair, and as before the princess was wearing nothing beneath, and no jewellery. Lia knelt to remove Elfrida’s slippers and then rose and awaited further instructions, whereupon Elfrida walked to the four-poster bed, laid down, and spread her legs.

			‘Now you can service me,’ she said.

			‘Do you wish my tongue, my lady,’ Lia asked politely, ‘or my fingers, or some toy, perhaps?’

			‘All three of course,’ Elfrida declared. ‘A toy, though, to start with.’ She pointed lazily at an ornate cupboard. ‘They’re in there.’

			Lia bowed her head and fetched the box of implements. She held it out for her mistress to choose, and Elfrida sighed impatiently. ‘No, imbecile, you have to be naked while you’re servicing me. That’s the rule here in my bedchamber.’

			Lia obeyed, taking off her new robe and slippers, Elfrida watching closely, and Lia could see mischief twinkling ominously in her eyes.

			‘And I want you in pain,’ she added slyly. ‘How might we manage it, do you think?’

			It seemed to Lia to be a test, to see if she understood such things, but she didn’t flinch, for Velda had taught her well. ‘My lady,’ she said quietly, ‘Velda bids me to remind you most respectfully that an oversized dildo in my vagina or rectum, to stretch me, isn’t permitted at this time. I am to remain a virgin, by the express order of Queen Gudrun.’

			Elfrida simply shrugged, saying nothing, so Lia took a deep breath and continued. ‘There are many alternatives, however. Pepper paste may be applied to sensitive external areas, most commonly to the vulva. Then there are nipple and genital clamps of various forms and sizes, from which weights may be hung additionally for increased discomfort. Breasts may be tightly bound—’

			‘Enough,’ Elfrida said. ‘I’ve already made up my mind. Bring the clamps.’

			Lia set down the box and fetched a second, smaller container from the same cupboard. She showed the contents to Elfrida, who selected a pair of iron clamps not unlike thumbscrews, though smaller. These she fastened to Lia’s nipples, and cruelly watched her expression as she tightened them; only ceasing when Lia’s mouth opened, her eyes closed, and a gasp of pain escaped her soft lips.

			‘One more, I think,’ Elfrida said, selecting a third clamp, which she fastened to Lia’s clitoris, and was also tightened until the pain became difficult to bear, the confident and practiced ease with which she performed such sadism making it plain that Lia wasn’t her first female victim.

			Then Elfrida, with the gleeful expression of a spoilt child lighting up her face, selected from the first box a cluster of eiderdown feathers bound with a silver band. She then lay back once more and waved her hand regally. ‘Begin,’ she ordered.

			And so Lia did, flicking the soft feathers rapidly over her mistress’s vulva, teasing her labia and clitoris as she attempted to please the obnoxious young woman.

			‘Go slowly, you stupid bondmaiden,’ Elfrida snapped petulantly. ‘I want this to last. I want to enjoy myself. Remind me to tighten your clamps in a while just to keep you on your toes; the first of many tightenings your ineptitude will earn, I’ve no doubt.’

			Lia knew then that Elfrida intended to draw out her suffering, while she was desperately hoping for quite the opposite. She would have liked to hurry things along, but daren’t risk it without a specific instruction. Velda had advised her to tread carefully at the start, and to take nothing for granted until she and her new mistress had become used to each other’s ways. It was the safest course, though it would inevitably prolong Lia’s suffering.

			And so she did precisely as Elfrida ordered, stroking her slowly, and Elfrida settled contentedly, Lia sensing it was going to be a long, uncomfortable day.

			As the days and weeks passed Lia came to realise that Princess Elfrida was bored. She had no lessons to study, no interests and no responsibilities. She never went out, nor indeed showed any interest in doing so. She even took her meals in her bedchamber, apart from feast days, when she would be required to attend the banquet.

			The dull, unvarying routine led to boredom, and boredom to frustration, and frustration to spite. And the person on whom she took out this spite was the one closest to her: her own bondmaiden. When Elfrida was in one of her dark moods she would find fault with Lia over some trivial matter simply as an excuse to punish her. More often than not it took the form of a beating, sometimes using her hand or the drub with Lia face down across her knee, and sometimes with a lash in a whole range of positions. The lash wasn’t the lead-tipped horror Velda had shown her, mercifully, but rather a plain leather-thonged affair Lia came to know only too well – and to detest with all her heart.

			It wasn’t Lia’s buttocks alone that suffered, for Elfrida also lashed her hands, the soles of her feet, her breasts and her sex lips. Of these target areas Lia’s breasts were her favourite, for Elfrida never quite got over her fascination with them.

			‘Why are yours bigger than mine?’ she asked sulkily one day. ‘It seems so unfair. What’s the point in being a princess if you can’t have bigger breasts than a lowly bondmaiden?’

			Lia realised early on that all this was simple jealousy on Elfrida’s part, and she learned to divert the princess with praise. Lia assured her that her breasts were truly beautiful, so beautiful that any handsome fellow would surely give his life for the merest glimpse of them. Elfrida’s breasts were firm and indeed beautiful, but the fact remained they were smaller than Lia’s, and Elfrida resented it.

			Such diversionary tactics on Lia’s part were sometimes successful and sometimes not; and on those latter occasions Elfrida would take out her temper on the very objects of her jealousy. Often she would slap Lia’s breasts, or beat them with a drub, and she soon progressed to the bizarre act of dripping hot candle wax on them, especially coating her nipples, delighting in Lia’s squirming of discomfort, and then afterwards she would sit and gaze upon Lia’s punished, pink and blotchy breasts – with a satisfied smile on her face.

			The only curb on Elfrida was Velda, who still put in an appearance from time to time. Whenever she found the princess treating Lia too harshly Velda would speak sternly to her, reminding her that slaves were valuable and should not be wantonly abused. Elfrida would then sulk, and though she would sometimes take heed of the reprimand, sometimes when Velda had gone she would hurt Lia all the more.

			Not every single day was like this, however. Occasionally Elfrida would wake in a good mood, and they would spend the day talking and laughing together, and making up stories of handsome young men who always fell madly in love with Elfrida and galloped off to do noble deeds to win her hand. Sometimes Elfrida would permit these knights to have a handsome servant who would fall in love with Lia, and would carry her off to his rude hut where they lived happily ever after.

			As for Lia, though she went along with these stories willingly, not least because she knew she wouldn’t be punished on a ‘happy’ day, she never allowed herself to believe in the fantasies. No one, handsome or otherwise, was coming to rescue her from all this. Though a bondmaiden now and no longer a serf, she was still a slave who could expect little other than hard work and frequent mistreatment. The rare ‘happy’ day merely served to emphasise how grim things were the rest of the time.

			Chapter Eleven

			Throughout this time, whether it was a ‘happy’ day or one of the more usual kind, Elfrida demanded almost constant attention. Cunnilingus remained her favourite practice, and Lia’s tongue was in demand both day and night. And it was during one of these encounters, some weeks after Lia took up her new role, that Velda came to the princess’s bedchamber accompanied by Durwin, of all people.

			She found Elfrida and Lia in a somewhat unusual position; one Elfrida had recently invented and was especially taken with. Lia lay on her back on the bed with her head overhanging the edge, while Elfrida stood on the floor and adopted a half-squat, her thighs astride Lia’s upturned face. By then pushing down until her sex lips pressed to Lia’s mouth and nose, and reaching down to maintain a firm grasp on her bondmaiden’s hair, she had full control of the situation and the pleasure it would bring her. She could grind her sex against Lia’s face, and rock her hips back and forth in a domineering, aggressive fashion. The fact that Lia had great difficulty breathing while all this was going on bothered Elfrida not in the least. She was having fun, and that was what mattered.

			‘Princess,’ Velda said, after watching Elfrida’s antics for several bemused seconds, ‘please let Lia get up now. I have something to say to both of you.’

			‘Then say it,’ Elfrida snorted, not pausing for a moment. ‘She can hear you perfectly well. She won’t be able to answer you, of course, but then she never has anything very interesting to say anyway.’

			‘I really must insist,’ Velda said. ‘I’m here at the queen’s bidding, and the matter requires your full attention. Both your full attentions.’

			With a theatrical sigh and a huge tut of annoyance Elfrida stopped, and the frown Lia knew so well – the one that meant she would suffer later – replaced the look of lustful pleasure on her pretty face. The princess stood up straight and allowed Lia to rise. ‘I hope for your sake this is important, Velda,’ she said. ‘I still have the right to beat you, remember, and I shan’t hesitate to do just that if I feel so inclined. Your bottom will be very sore very soon if I don’t find this interesting.’

			‘Then my bottom is safe,’ Velda said confidently, ‘for this is certainly interesting and very important. The queen thinks it’s high time you learned about sex between a man and a woman, and she’s instructed me to arrange a demonstration. That’s why Durwin is here. He and Lia are to have sex, and you and I are to watch while they do.’

			Lia was flabbergasted. She was already flustered by Durwin’s presence, embarrassed beyond words that he’d caught her in such a compromising and humiliating position with her mistress, but this was outrageous. Sensibly, though, she held her tongue.

			‘Oh, what fun!’ Elfrida said, clapping her hands joyfully, the frown gone in an instant. ‘Velda, I forgive you everything. Do you think Lia will enjoy it?’

			‘Time will tell,’ Velda said. ‘So let’s begin, shall we? Lia is already naked, and I would like you to undress too, Durwin.’

			Red-faced, and with shaking hands, Durwin did so without a murmur of complaint. Lia averted her gaze, not wishing to add to his obvious unease, though she couldn’t resist an occasional shy peek, especially when he removed his braies. When he was naked Velda turned to Elfrida.

			‘Princess,’ she said, ‘you have a good knowledge of female anatomy, but perhaps you’re less familiar with the male form. I shall therefore explain the basic terms using Durwin as a model.’

			She sat on the end of the bed and drew Durwin closer, then held his limp cock across her palm. He looked about ready to die of shame and could meet no one’s eye, especially Lia’s.

			‘This is Durwin’s penis,’ Velda said. ‘A lady never calls it a cock, or prick, for those are vulgar terms. Right now Durwin’s penis is flaccid, but that will soon change. This swelling at the end is the glans, and because he’s flaccid the glans is mostly covered by the foreskin. Watch now, princess, as I uncover it.’ She smoothed back his foreskin, and Durwin just stood gawping.

			‘As you see,’ Velda went on, ‘the glans is now clearly visible. You’ll observe that it’s quite distinct from the shaft of the penis. This little hole in the tip here is where the urethra terminates. Look under the penis now and you’ll see two vital organs.’

			Velda lifted Durwin’s penis and cupped the walnut-like sac beneath. ‘This is Durwin’s scrotum, inside which are his testicles, and it is his testicles that make him a man, able to sire children. As Durwin is understandably a little anxious, his scrotum has shrunk to protect the vulnerable organs inside. It will relax as he becomes easier in his mind, but I can hasten the process by gentle massage… thus.’

			She pulled on Durwin’s scrotum carefully, and sure enough it appeared to loosen somewhat. ‘For the next part,’ Velda said, ‘we require Durwin’s penis to be erect. Again, fondling will help greatly. Lia, would you care to do the honours?’

			Lia hesitated, and then moved slowly forward. She took hold of Durwin’s cock and began to massage him as she had done many times before. At first he remained stubbornly limp, but then she felt his cock twitch in her hand and begin to stiffen.

			‘Durwin is now semi-hard, to use a low expression,’ Velda said. ‘Lia, kindly suck him to get him fully erect.’

			Shyly, for they had never done this before in all their nightly assignations, Lia knelt in front of Durwin and took his cock into her mouth. She was soon sucking eagerly, to his evident delight, and in no time at all he was fully erect, stretching her moist lips wide apart. She continued to suck, wondering if Velda would allow her to take him all the way to a climax.

			‘The common people refer to this as sucking a man’s cock,’ Velda went on, ‘but a lady would say fellatio, as in, “Lia is performing fellatio on Durwin”. And rather enjoying herself in the process, it seems to me.’

			Gently she drew Lia’s head back until Durwin’s glistening cock popped out of her mouth. Lia tried not to let her disappointment show, and a glance up at Durwin told her he was doing the same.

			‘Young Durwin here is now fully erect,’ Velda continued. ‘And as you can see, his penis has grown in length and girth, and the foreskin has retracted in the process. Left unattended his penis would eventually become flaccid again, and so to prevent that happening I will manipulate him awhile.’ She was as good as her word, pumping Durwin’s cock slowly whilst continuing to address her enrapt pupil. ‘This is called masturbation. The word also applies to females, and means manual manipulation to achieve an orgasm. Were I to keep doing this Durwin would eventually reach his climax and semen would exit from his urethra. It is semen that contains a man’s seed.’

			She speeded up her hand movements, watching Durwin’s face closely as if to judge how near to his climax he was, then slowed down again as his hips began to twitch back and forth.

			‘Pay close attention now, princess,’ she said, ‘for this next part is of vital importance. Durwin is now in the state when a man is at his most dangerous insofar as your virginity is concerned. He’s no longer in complete control of himself and may indeed do something he would never dream of doing under normal circumstances, such as forcing himself on you. If you find yourself alone with a man in this state you are potentially in great peril.’

			She paused and bestowed on Durwin a sympathetic smile. ‘Not that I’m suggesting Master Durwin here would ever intentionally harm you. He’s an intelligent young man who must surely understand that were he even to look at a princess lustfully he would find himself in the dungeons before he could blink. Testicles are sensitive organs, and the torturer, Master Yves, has a device specially designed to deal with them until even the hardiest of men would pass out with agony. I wonder, shall we send for him now and tell him to demonstrate it on Durwin?’

			‘Oh yes, please do!’ Elfrida cried, her sadistic streak coming to the fore. ‘I should like to see that, truly I would!’

			Lia saw Durwin’s face turn ashen, and fear clutched at her in turn. Surely Velda couldn’t be so wantonly cruel?

			‘No,’ Velda said firmly, ‘we will not, for Durwin has committed no offence to merit it. I simply mention it to illustrate a point. Look at Durwin’s penis.’ They did, and saw that it was shrinking rapidly, and as they watched he became limp and greatly diminished in size once more.

			‘You see, princess?’ Velda said. ‘Fear did this. If you can make a man fear you, by threats or by any other means, you may rob him of his manhood and thereby save yourself from violation.’

			Lia understood then, and a great weight was lifted from her. Velda meant Durwin no harm. She just wanted to show Elfrida how a woman could use fear as a weapon against a man who was bigger and far stronger than she.

			‘Now we need to make Durwin erect again,’ Velda continued. ‘But after his fright that may not be so easy.’

			‘Let me try,’ Elfrida cried. ‘I can do it, I just know I can.’

			Velda shook her head. ‘I’ve just reminded him what will happen if he entertains lustful thoughts about you, princess, so it would hardly be fair for you to masturbate him. Besides, it may require fellatio to do the trick, and that you most definitely mustn’t perform. The queen would have my head if I allowed it, and rightly so.’

			And thus it fell to Lia to excite Durwin again, and for a while he was so ill at ease she had no success at all, even when she sucked him. But as before persistence paid off, and eventually she felt him strong and stiff and filling her mouth once more.

			‘Good,’ Velda said. ‘And now, Lia, it is time to lose your maidenhead. As the queen has decreed it, it is acceptable to proceed. Had she not done so this couldn’t, of course, be allowed to continue. Now Lia, lay on the bed on your back, and part your legs.’

			Lia gulped, and the butterflies started in her stomach in earnest. Now she was the one who was ill at ease, though she’d been awaiting this moment for some time. And the fact that it was Durwin who would take her virginity was little short of a miracle, for though she’d secretly wished it might be him, and lain in bed at night dreaming it was him, she’d never truly believed it might actually come to pass.

			At Velda’s instruction Durwin lay on top of Lia, he strained, and she felt his cockhead pushing at her sex, whereupon she reached down instinctively and guided it into her vagina.

			‘See, princess, how Lia is steering Durwin’s penis to its target?’ Velda said. ‘One would think her an old hand at this.’

			Durwin pushed again and his cock breached Lia. There was a sudden sharp pain and she cried out, hugging him tight.

			‘And there is the instant of deflowering, perfectly captured,’ Velda said. ‘Lia’s hymen has been torn and she is now in some pain, but it is a small enough price to pay for a moment so beautiful.’

			Durwin began to move in Lia eagerly. He took her face in his hands and kissed her feverishly.

			‘Go slowly, Durwin,’ Velda cautioned. ‘Be sure not to ejaculate, for we have a number of positions to demonstrate before I’ll allow that.’

			Velda told them what to do, and in turn Lia wrapped her legs around Durwin’s waist, then raised them higher still and put them over his shoulder. Next she turned over, onto her hands and knees, and Durwin fucked her from behind. Then it was Durwin’s turn to lay on his back while Lia straddled his hips and impaled herself on his cock, and after that standing up, a position that Lia found awkward and not so satisfying as the others.

			‘All this that you are watching, princess,’ Velda said, ‘is called intercourse or copulation. No lady would ever use the word “fuck”, the way common folk do.’

			Durwin was grunting by now, and Lia guessed he was having more than a little difficulty holding back, but Velda relented at last and said he could ejaculate in the next position, which saw Lia kneeling on the floor and Durwin standing before her with his pulsing cock nestled snugly in her cleavage. Lia pressed her breasts together to envelop his shaft, and instantly he erupted all over her throat and chin, Elfrida clapping her hands together and squealing in surprise and delight at the display.

			While Durwin got his breath back Velda explained that, though there were many more positions, there simply wasn’t time to demonstrate them all. ‘There is something more I want you to see, however, when Durwin is ready again,’ she added. ‘As he’s a young man, with a young man’s appetites, I doubt we’ll have long to wait.’ She helped the process along by stroking Durwin’s cock, and watching her, Lia felt a twinge of jealousy for she should be the one to do such a thing, not Velda. Unsurprisingly Durwin’s cock soon stiffened, and Velda was able to tell them what she had in mind next, so Lia found herself on her hands and knees on the bed once more, but this time it was her anus that was breached rather than her vagina, albeit with some difficulty. She grimaced as Durwin began to move in her rear passage, for the initial pain was quite significant.

			‘As you see, princess,’ Velda said, ‘Lia is in quite some discomfort. Her fundament is tight, and she hasn’t yet learned the trick of relaxing to accept an intruder. Though uncomfortable anal sex does have an advantage over conventional copulating; a female cannot become pregnant in this way, nor can she by oral sex. That is why these two practices are often favoured by common folk.’

			Through the shame and discomfort all Lia wanted was for the experience to end quickly, but having dulled his senses with his first ejaculation, Durwin’s stamina had returned tenfold. So she prayed silently to Saint Ivar for it to stop, but saints had many calls on their time, as Father Adalard had once explained, and though prayers were always heard not all were answered immediately. And Lia soon realised that Saint Ivar must be busy providing succour to some other poor soul, for the ache in her rear passage didn’t abate, nor did Durwin’s ragged thrusts, until it became almost too much to bear. Yet bear it she must, for she was a bondmaiden and had no choice.

			Chapter Twelve

			Lia was still stiff and aching the morning after the demonstration, and she limped a little as she went about her duties. This drew little sympathy from her mistress, who insisted on examining her bondmaiden’s ravaged bottom, so Lia was made to touch her toes, and Elfrida sat on a stool behind her and spread her buttocks.

			‘Your bum’s very red,’ she said, poking Lia’s rear opening with an inquisitive finger. ‘I expect it hurts, does it? Durwin gave you a really good arse-fucking, so it’s hardly surprising.’

			When Velda was absent, which was most of the time now, Elfrida’s language was dreadful. She seemed to think it was somehow clever to use vulgar words.

			Over the next few days Lia learned the true cost of her deflowering. With her virginity gone Elfrida was free to penetrate her as and when she wished, with a dildo, or her fingers, or whatever object came to hand. Candles were among her favourites, and the princess assembled a whole collection of them in varying lengths and thicknesses. She would have Lia take up one or other of the positions Velda had shown them, and would insert a candle into her bondmaiden’s vagina or anus, as took her fancy. She would then fuck her rapidly with the object, pinching Lia’s nipples or clitoris with her free hand for extra discomfort, all the while watching her victim’s face.

			Sometimes she would use two candles at once, which was even worse. At other times – times Lia came to dread – Elfrida would use the biggest candles in her collection, so that Lia’s vagina and anus were stretched painfully. Fucking her with these monstrosities proved a little problematic, for they were so big they wouldn’t move freely in spite of the natural lubrication provided by the tallow, but such things didn’t deter Elfrida from indulging her spiteful nature.

			‘You really have to try harder,’ she would say. ‘When cousin Medwyn next comes to visit I intend to have you dance for him with those penetrating you, and if you aren’t more receptive I shall ask him to whip you.’

			Candles weren’t her only means of torment, however. One day she sent Lia to fetch her jewellery box, from which she took her very best necklace. It was a beautiful object, with eight beads of golden amber, smooth as sea-washed pebbles and big as pigeon’s eggs, strung on a fine silver chain. Elfrida told Lia to lay facedown on the bed, whereupon she proceeded to push each bead in turn into her bondmaiden’s rectum. This wasn’t achieved easily, needless to say, nor quietly, for Lia whimpered and squirmed as the large beads breached her sphincter. But worse was to come, for with seven beads inserted Elfrida held the eighth and drew the whole string from her with one firm tug. Lia gasped, buttocks clenching and back arching at such crude treatment, but Elfrida simply giggled, waited for her bondmaiden to settle, and then started all over again.

			Despite her new diversion Elfrida didn’t totally abandon her old interests. Lia was still required to pleasure her mistress several times a day, mostly with her tongue. During one such interlude, with Lia licking diligently and Elfrida purring like a kitten, the door opened and a handsome noble entered the bedchamber, accompanied by a male servant.

			‘Have a care, Elfi,’ he beamed with a smile. ‘Too much cunnilingus can send you blind!’

			‘That’s masturbation,’ Elfrida said, seemingly unperturbed by the lack of a knock on the door or by the two men’s presence. ‘And anyway, it isn’t true. If it was you’d have been blind before you were fifteen.’

			She pushed Lia away and propped herself up on her elbows. Lia wiped her chin, which was covered with Elfrida’s juices, and glanced surreptitiously at the newcomers. She recognised the servant as Karl, Prince Baran’s bondman: which left little doubt as to the identity of the young noble.

			‘Long before fifteen, I’m afraid,’ he said dryly. ‘And cover yourself up, sister dear; we can see everything you’ve got. The sight of that gleaming wet cunny is no doubt driving poor Karl here wild. You know he’s always had a soft spot for you.’

			Elfrida laughed and drew her gown across her shapely legs. ‘Did you want something in particular, Baran, or are you just here to goad me?’

			‘I want something,’ he said, and nodded at Lia. ‘Her, in fact. This pretty thing’s your new bondmaiden, so I believe.’

			‘Yes she is,’ Elfrida confirmed. ‘Why, are you intending to fuck her?’

			‘I am indeed; and I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes if our dear mama hears you use that word. Actually, I intend to fuck your bondmaiden until she clear swoons and faints with pleasure. It won’t be the same as fucking a nice tight virgin, of course, thanks to mother’s silly ideas and Velda’s little demonstration.’

			‘Ah, you heard about that.’

			‘Yes, I heard. A complete waste of time, if you ask me. I could have told you all you need to know about sex in ten minutes flat. And most certainly it was a waste of a perfectly gorgeous virgin. When I discovered what they were planning I volunteered to do the demonstration myself, but mother wouldn’t hear of it. She said it would be undignified for someone of royal blood.’

			‘Yes, I can see why she might think that,’ Elfrida said with a wry smile. ‘Anyway, brother, haven’t you defiled enough virgins? You must have had dozens and dozens by now.’

			‘More than that, I’d say,’ he gloated, beaming arrogantly from ear to ear. ‘And beware, Elfi, for you risk your very soul. To speak of “enough virgins” verges on blasphemy, in my book.’ He was stripping off his clothes as he spoke, and when naked he sat on a stool and beckoned to Lia.

			She looked at Elfrida uncertainly, and the princess sighed. ‘You’d better go to him, is suppose. I fear we won’t be rid of him till he’s fucked you.’

			Lia felt sickened by the utter disregard and flippancy with which they treated her and her feelings, but dutifully she went to the prince, who drew her onto his lap, her legs astride his thighs.

			‘Did Velda teach you how to ride a fellow?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, my lord,’ she answered clearly, not wanting to show her loathing for the man.

			‘Good, then I’ll fuck you that way,’ he decided. ‘But you’ll have to get me erect first.’

			‘W-with my hand, my lord?’ she stammered. ‘Or my mouth?’

			‘Your hand will suffice,’ he mused. ‘I haven’t had a good fuck since yesterday, and she gave me little enough pleasure so I’m more than ready. A few quick pulls should do it.’

			He was right, and having barely touched his cock Lia found it rigid in her fist as he held her around the waist and settled her onto it. Then as she obediently began to move on his lap he slid his hand down to where his column of flesh penetrated her and began to thumb her clitoris.

			‘So tell me, sister,’ he said as Lia rode him, ‘now you’ve had the demonstration do you feel tempted to try it for yourself? Fucking, I mean. With a male, that is.’

			‘I can’t,’ Elfrida said petulantly. ‘Mother has threatened me with a convent if I lose my maidenhead. It’s so unfair! You can jump on whomever you like whenever you like, whereas I have to wait till she finds me a suitable husband.’

			‘Poor little princess,’ Baran mocked. ‘Don’t you feel sorry for her, Lia, missing out on all of this?’

			Lia remained silent, fearing that any answer risked offending one or other of them, but Baran now seemed distracted by her swaying breasts anyway and sucked and chewed her nipples in turn. He was still thumbing her clitoris diligently, and a warm glow began to fill her belly, and though having received no instruction to do so she put her hands on his shoulders to help intensify the movement of her hips and groin. Their eyes met and he gave her a knowing smile.

			‘Ah,’ he murmured softly, almost affectionately, ‘it starts, does it?’

			‘Yes, my lord,’ she gasped, blushing furiously.

			‘In that case, pretty Lia, let’s see if we can’t make you squeal.’

			He began to move his hips beneath her and his thumb flicked faster. Lia too picked up the pace, and soon the pair were writhing in a passionate embrace, Prince Baran grunting, Lia sobbing, for the glow inside her permeated her limbs until she thought she must surely die of pleasure.

			The climax ripped through her at the same instant he thrust hard up into her, and she did indeed squeal and hug him tight, prince or no. And then she slowly subsided, moving on him still but languorously now as Baran nuzzled his face into her throat, sighing contentedly and lightly kissing just below her ear.

			‘Well,’ Elfrida said with mock wistfulness once the pair had become still at last, ‘that’s another heart broken, I expect. How can these poor creatures fail to fall for such a handsome, gallant man?’

			‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘they’re always falling in love with me, the silly chits. Three have killed themselves over me; did you know that? I know it’s pathetic, but what can you do?’

			He eased Lia to her feet and looked around for Karl and his clothes. It was true, Lia thought; the prince was handsome and a most skilful and accomplished lover, but she knew she could never fall in love with anyone so full of himself despite what Elfrida might think. Vanity and pride are not attractive qualities, even in a prince.

			Baran left soon after with his man in tow, and Lia was jerked back to reality by Elfrida’s caustic tongue.

			‘Don’t go getting any airs and graces, missy,’ she snapped. ‘You may have been fucked by a prince, but it doesn’t change a thing. You’re a bondmaiden and don’t ever forget it. Now get over here and finish what you started – and you’d better make me squeal if you don’t want a taste of the lash!’

			That night, as Lia lay curled up on the floor in the cramped alcove off Elfrida’s bedchamber, she felt more lonely and forsaken than she had in her whole life. She missed Helma dreadfully, who seemed so far away she was more like a dream now than a real flesh-and-blood sister. She missed Durwin too, for she hadn’t seen him since her deflowering, and there had been no time afterwards for even a single word of affection as Velda had sent him straight back to the kitchen. His expression was one of sadness as he left them, and Lia knew he felt guilty about hurting her. It wasn’t his fault, of course, as he’d had no more say in what happened than she had. They were both puppets, dancing to Velda’s tune.

			Alone with her sorrow, Lia sought consolation by stroking between her legs, though she feared it must surely be a sin to obtain pleasure in such a way, but to her guilty delight the pleasurable sensations stirred. She stroked faster, teasing her clitoris while inserting first one then two fingers. She closed her eyes and pretended it was Durwin touching her, but Durwin’s face turned into Velda’s, and Velda’s into Prince Baran’s, until she didn’t know who she wanted it to be. And then it didn’t matter, for she was wailing softly and shuddering on the floor as the orgasm swept over her.

			As she sank back panting she heard a faint sound, and opened her eyes to find Elfrida standing over her. ‘Enjoy that, did you?’ the princess said tartly. ‘And just who gave you permission to masturbate, may I ask? It certainly wasn’t me, your mistress, was it?’

			Having no answer, Lia shook her head fearfully and shamefully. Elfrida grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet, dragging her trembling bondmaiden through into her own chamber where she told her to wait. Elfrida went out and returned shortly with two men: her brother’s bondman Karl and a guard Lia recognised but whose name she didn’t know.

			‘Sit there, you two,’ the princess ordered haughtily, pointing to a couch that stood against one wall. ‘There’s something I want you to see.’

			The guard cleared his throat nervously. ‘I shouldn’t be away from my post, my lady, begging your pardon,’ he bumbled. ‘I’ll get in terrible deep trouble if the sergeant catches me here.’

			‘You’ll get in worse trouble if you disobey me!’ Elfrida snapped. ‘Sit, I command it!’

			The guard sat down hurriedly.

			‘That’s better. And you,’ she waved her hand dismissively, ‘Karl, am I to have a problem with you, too?’

			‘Not I, my lady,’ he said with a faint smile. ‘I am yours to command, as ever.’

			He bowed and sat, and Elfrida then turned to Lia and fixed her with a cold stare. ‘Let these men see you for the whore you are,’ she demanded.

			‘M-my lady?’

			‘Strip off your nightgown, you fool. Remove it and show yourself to these honest fellows.’

			With hands that trembled with shame Lia did so, standing naked and humiliated before them, unsure where to put her hands, knowing she would provoke Elfrida’s fury if she made any futile attempts to cover herself.

			‘Show yourself, I said,’ the princess snapped. ‘What, you dare disobey me?’

			Lia was close to tears, not understanding what it was her mistress wished her to do. Elfrida pushed her, propelling her towards the men.

			‘Show them your tits!’ Elfrida growled, and Lia leaned forward.

			‘Now your cunt,’ Elfrida said, and Lia straightened, placing her feet a little further apart, but sensing it might not be enough to satisfy the irate princess she spread her sex lips with her fingers.

			‘You men,’ Elfrida said, ‘penetrate her.’

			‘My lady?’ the guard said uncertainly.

			‘Penetrate her!’ the princess snapped, sticking out her forefinger and jabbing it at each of them in turn. ‘I can’t say it any plainer than that, can I? Penetrate her!’

			The guard reached forward and did just that, tentatively at first, then growing in confidence when the princess gave him a nod of approval. Lia endured the probing in silence, her cheeks aflame. For several minutes the bizarre tableau held, then Elfrida clapped her hands. ‘Karl, your turn now.’

			The bondman was more confident right from the outset, using two fingers instead of one and frigging Lia rapidly. He even brought his other hand into play, pinching her clitoris, to Elfrida’s obvious delight.

			‘Good,’ she said after a while of ogling the lurid activity. ‘Now I think I’ll let you fuck her. Lia, get down on your hands and knees like the filthy bitch you are. You men, sort out between you who gets her mouth and who gets the other end.’

			Lia got down as ordered while the men held a brief, whispered discussion, but very quickly it was Karl who knelt in front of her and the guard who shuffled behind.

			‘You… what’s your name?’ Elfrida asked him.

			‘Gunther, my lady.’

			‘Well, Gunther, I leave it up to you which passage to use. They’ve both been well poked of late, so should be equally receptive. And you, Karl, take no nonsense from her. When you climax she is to drink down every last drop, you understand me?’
‘Perfectly, my lady,’ he grinned. ‘Do you wish us to begin?’

			Elfrida nodded smugly as she settled on the couch they’d vacated. ‘I do. Yes, indeed I do.’

			And so they did. Karl took his cock from his breeches and Lia, miserably accepting her fate, opened her mouth to receive it. As she did so she felt the guard’s cock clumsily nudge and prod its way into her vagina. He began to move rapidly and Elfrida told him to slow down. ‘This isn’t a race,’ she said petulantly. ‘There’s no prize for squirting first, so take your time and make her suffer her shame.’

			So the two oafs fucked her in silence, gradually reaching a rhythm that suited them both, and even Elfrida held her tongue. In fact it was someone else entirely who broke the silence a few minutes later. ‘Princess!’ Velda called as she came hurrying into the bedchamber, ‘you must…’ She stopped dead at the sight in front of her, but only for a moment. ‘Princess, put on one of your cloaks. Something’s terribly wrong.’

			‘Velda,’ Elfrida snapped, ‘how dare—?’

			‘There’s no time to argue,’ Velda cut in. ‘Get a cloak, I say. Guard, return to your station immediately. Karl, your place is with your master. Go to him, quickly!’

			‘What is it, mistress Velda?’ Gunther asked as he hurriedly straightened his clothing, looking hugely ungainly now all rising passions had been so rudely dampened. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘My chamber overlooks the main gate,’ she said as she helped the princess into a cloak. ‘I heard a cry and looked out. The sentries aren’t at their post, and figures are moving as shadows. I fear our enemies are within the walls.’

			‘Saint Ivar preserve us!’ Gunter cried as he hurried out. ‘I must raise the alarm!’

			Karl went too, presumably to Prince Baran’s chamber. Velda hustled a bewildered and suddenly rather frightened and pathetic princess out of the room, with Lia tagging along behind.

			‘My mother and sister!’ Elfrida exclaimed. ‘What of them?’

			‘I woke the queen and warned her,’ Velda said. ‘She ordered me to get you to safety if I could, and said she would warn the king and Magdalena. Hurry, princess!’

			They ran to the main stairway and started down, and at that moment a frightful commotion broke out. From above came a loud clanging – Gunther, Lia assumed, sounding the alarm bell on the battlements – whilst from below came the sounds of fighting, the harsh clash of iron on iron, and the fearful sounds of men shouting and screaming in agony and throes of death.

			‘Back!’ Velda cried. ‘Back! I fear we are trapped!’

			Later, Lia was to wonder what came over her in those terrifying moments, and how she did what she did. She could but conclude that Gunther’s prayer had been heard, and Saint Ivar himself reached down from heaven and touched her. Surely nothing else could explain how she knew exactly where to go and what to do.

			‘Follow me!’ she cried, with such force and conviction that the other two trailed after her, putting their trust in a lowly bondmaiden at a time of deadly peril.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Lia led them to the back stairs, the ones used by servants, and down they went with her leading the way. The sounds of fighting were fainter on this side, thankfully, but they went cautiously nonetheless, and they hadn’t gone far when they had a fright, for they heard someone hurrying down after them, heavy boots clumping on the steps; but then they stopped with an anguished wail from above.

			‘The king is slain! They’ve murdered our king!’

			The words struck Lia like a thunderbolt, shocking and terrible. Elfrida shrieked in distress and Velda put her arms about her and held her tight. ‘Courage, princess,’ she urged. ‘Courage!’

			Having delivered the dreadful news the bearer of it went back up, whereas, fearful and staying close together, the three females continued on down. When they reached the kitchen Lia felt safer, though the danger was as great there as elsewhere. There wasn’t a soul in sight, and she presumed Holmann and the others were hiding. She half expected to find them in the dormitory, but when they got there they found it empty too, as was the laundry.

			‘Put these on,’ Lia said, grabbing smocks and leather slippers and handing them to the other two. ‘Put everything else in here, even your rings.’ She indicated one of the wooden tubs in which Kerta did the washing, and without a word of protest, almost as though in a trance, they did as she told them. Lia then found a smock and slippers for herself and put them on. ‘Let down your hair,’ she said. ‘Just take out the pins and shake it loose. Leave it untidy, the messier the better.’

			She helped Velda while Velda helped Elfrida, and when done they looked like nothing more than common folk, which was exactly the result she was after, and now she could explain her plan to them.

			‘You’re servants,’ she whispered hurriedly. ‘You look like servants, now I’ll show you how to move like one.’ She took a few steps, head down, shoulders hunched as if expecting a blow. ‘Look no one in the eye. If anyone speaks to you flinch and shake your head as though you have no mind of your own. And carry something at all times; a pile of laundry, a jug of water, anything. No one pays attention to a servant about her chores. With luck we can pass through the gates and get to the town.’

			‘Thank you, Lia, it’s a good plan,’ Velda said, seeming to recover her wits at last.

			‘But my mother and sister,’ Elfrida bleated. ‘Baran, too. What will become of them?’

			‘Lia is right,’ Velda said. ‘We have to get you to the town, and even out to the countryside if we can. If our soldiers are triumphant we can return with nothing lost. But if the enemy prevails…’

			She didn’t finish her sentence for Elfrida sobbed and her eyes filled with tears. Lia could guess the fate of the royal family if the enemy – whoever they were – prevailed.

			She found them some water jugs to carry, and the three fugitives made their way out to the ward. There were numerous bodies around, but no one alive of any persuasion. Lia led them across the ward, angling to the left rather than heading directly for the gate. They reached the wall and went cautiously forward, staying in the shadows of the lean-to huts.

			‘Wait,’ Velda hissed. ‘Look…’

			There were men at the castle gate, lots of men, each wearing a yellow surcoat with a diagonal black band over their mail and plate armour.

			‘Osburg,’ Velda groaned. ‘Those are Torkel of Osburg’s colours. May the saints preserve us, and may God protect Attland.’

			A small group of folk, a dozen or so of them, shuffled towards the gate, huddling close together for mutual support and comfort. They were dressed as travelling players, and Lia supposed they’d been caught up in the raid by sheer bad luck. One of them, an old man with a long grey beard, spoke to the soldiers with much bowing and wringing of hands, obviously pleading that they be allowed to leave. The soldiers relented finally, though not before the group had been searched and robbed of their valuables. And not all got out, for two females, younger and more comely than the rest, were taken into a hut by half a dozen of the soldiers for reasons that were plain enough.

			‘We’ll never get through,’ Velda said in an anguished whisper. ‘Even if these disguises fool them they won’t let us pass. They’ll keep us for their own depraved use, like those two poor souls.’

			‘I fear you’re right,’ Lia said grimly, ‘but we’re not finished yet. There’s another way. Come on.’

			She led them back away from the gate, staying close to the wall as before. They hadn’t gone far when a man came running out of one of the huts with two Osburg soldiers in close pursuit. Lia and the other two shrank into the shadows and watched in horror as they caught him and clubbed him to the ground, kicking and beating him senseless. From inside the hut came a medley of sounds: a woman screaming, children crying, and men shouting and laughing. The two Osburg men went back in and Lia and her companions, shaking with fear, crept past.

			A beacon now burned at the top of the keep, and by the light of its flames they could see yellow and black banners flying there. ‘The castle has fallen,’ Velda said hollowly. ‘All is lost.’

			Elfrida sobbed again.

			‘Perhaps not all,’ Lia countered. ‘There’s still a chance to get the princess to safety.’

			She led them to the postern gate, hoping to find so insignificant an entrance unguarded, but there were men there too. Only two of them, true, but two were more than sufficient to handle three unarmed females.

			‘We have to try; it’s our only hope,’ Velda whispered as they crouched in the shadows watching the guards. ‘I’ll distract them. While they’re busy with me you two slip out of the gate and get to the town, where you must hide.’

			‘But what will happen to you?’ Lia asked in dismay.

			‘If my disguise holds there’s a good chance they’ll keep me for themselves. If it doesn’t, and we have to assume the worst, then they’ll take me to whoever is in charge. When they realise who I am they’ll press me for information about the princess and anything else I know, but I’ll try to hold out as long as I can. When they do realise the two of you have escaped they’ll come after you, so you have to get well away from the castle, and leave the town just as soon as you can find a way to do so. More Osburg men will come, I fear, and nowhere will be safe. Get as far from here as possible. But don’t go home, Lia; that’s the first place they’ll look. If they break me I won’t be able to keep any secrets from them, including Three Elms village.’

			‘Where shall we go, then?’ Lia asked plaintively.

			‘I don’t know; and I shouldn’t, so I can’t tell them. You’ll have to decide. Try to do what they wouldn’t expect. You’re clever; you’ll think of something.’

			Lia didn’t feel clever. She seemed to have used up all her cleverness just getting them this far, and now there wasn’t a single idea in her head.

			‘Princess,’ Velda said, ‘you must follow Lia’s lead once you’re out of here. She knows the town and the country beyond as you do not. Do you understand me, Elfrida? Listen to Lia and obey her instructions.’

			Elfrida nodded dumbly, her eyes round and afraid. Velda forced a smile and hugged her princess, then turned to Lia once more. ‘Promise me you’ll take care of her,’ she said. ‘Swear it now, by the bones of our sacred Saint Ivar.’

			‘I do swear,’ Lia said fervently, crossing herself. ‘By Saint Ivar and the holy virgin, I vow to protect my mistress with my life.’

			‘Good luck then,’ Velda whispered. ‘Good luck and Godspeed.’

			‘Godspeed,’ Lia echoed.

			Velda rose and slipped off her smock. She gave them one final heartrending look, then stepped out of the shadows and ran straight past the men. They jumped as she appeared out of the gloom and raised their weapons, then saw it was a lone woman – and a beautiful, naked one to boot. They gave chase and Velda squealed as though in terror and ran into the nearest hut with the two men close on her heels.

			‘Come on, my lady,’ Lia urged, seizing Elfrida’s arm and hauling her up. They scurried to the postern gate, the muffled babbling of Velda promising to do anything the men wanted just so long as they didn’t kill her wrenching at their hearts. Then they were through the gate and over the bridge, running towards the town as fast as they could go, two frightened fugitives in mortal danger.

			The hencoop was the same but the hens were gone. Watt, the owner, was lying with his throat cut in his own yard. It wasn’t the first corpse they’d seen during their flight and Lia doubted it would be the last, for there were Osburg men everywhere, many of them drunk, many more carrying loot or dragging along some poor sobbing woman. It was a miracle she and Elfrida had made it this far, scuttling into doorways and side streets whenever they heard soldiers coming, running when it was clear.

			Lia looked in the boxes and found three eggs undiscovered by the looters. She picked a splinter from the wall with a fingernail and pierced two of the eggs, giving one to Elfrida.

			‘But it’s raw,’ Elfrida complained when Lia showed her how to drink it straight from the shell.

			‘It’s good for you, my lady,’ Lia said. ‘We need the nourishment if we’re to keep up our strength.’

			Elfrida had tired quickly since fleeing the castle, but since she did no work and rarely left her bedchamber that wasn’t to be wondered at. They shared the third egg, then Lia went out for water and something in which to carry it, leaving her charge in the hencoop. Lia discovered an unbroken stone jug amongst the wrecked remains of Watt’s hut and filled it at a horse trough, then hurried back to the hencoop to find a shivering Elfrida huddled precisely where she’d left her.

			‘I don’t like this place,’ the princess moaned. ‘It’s so dirty.’

			‘And so must you be, my lady,’ Lia said. ‘We’ll be safer as serfs, and few serfs are as clean as us.’ And to Elfrida’s horror Lia rubbed her hands in the dirt and smeared it all over her mistress’s smock, even managing to transfer some hen droppings in the process.

			‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘the smell will help with the disguise.’ Next she got straw and sprinkled it over Elfrida’s head, tangling it in her hair. When it was done Lia doubted anyone would recognise her, not even the queen herself. ‘I can’t call you “my lady” any more,’ she said. ‘You aren’t a princess now, you’re a serf. What name shall we give you? I know… Ulrike. Uli, for short.’

			It was an unfortunate choice, perhaps, for it brought to mind Ulrike the miller’s daughter, strung up between the punishment posts, her face twisted in agony as the ash wand cut deep into her buttocks. Hardly a comforting image, with nerves already frayed to shreds.

			Elfrida looked unhappy. ‘Can’t I just be Elfi?’

			‘It’s too risky,’ Lia said. ‘It might remind people of Elfrida, and we don’t want that, do we? Besides, Uli is almost the same as Elfi, isn’t it?’

			Elfrida shrugged, saying nothing. She slumped down on the plank seat with her head in her hands looking very sorry for herself. Lia ignored her and started to plan their next move, but her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps in the yard outside. She grabbed Elfrida and pushed her into a corner, where they hid as best they could behind the grain barrel.

			A soldier appeared and began looking in the laying boxes, just as they had done. He was wearing a metal helmet shaped like a bowl and a padded linen coat, and around his waist was a dirty yellow sash. At first he didn’t see them, and Lia prayed he would realise there were no eggs and leave, but he moved along the row and caught sight of them, the barrel being too small to hide them completely.

			‘Fuck me!’ he exclaimed, jumping back in surprise. He drew a long dagger and approached cautiously. ‘Come out of there,’ he growled, ‘or I’ll gut you, I swear.’

			Lia stood up slowly, picking up a handful of straw as she did so. Elfrida rose too and shuffled close to Lia, whimpering.

			‘Get ready to run,’ Lia whispered, then threw the straw and grit in the soldier’s face. ‘Now!’

			She dashed for the door, dodging the hand that clutched at her, hearing Elfrida panting right on her heels. Then she was outside, free and clear, and elation filled her. No clumsy oaf like him would catch them now.

			‘Lia!’ Elfrida squealed. ‘Lia!’

			She stopped and looked back. Elfrida was struggling in the man’s grasp, trying desperately to tear free. He sheathed the dagger and held onto her with both hands.

			‘Better one than none,’ he declared, ‘though I’d rather it was your sister. Keep still, vermin, or I’ll give you what for!’

			He shook her and Elfrida began to cry, so reluctantly, on legs as heavy as lead, Lia walked back to the coop, remembering her earlier promise to poor Velda. ‘Don’t hurt her,’ she called, the soldier looking up in surprise, as though expecting her to be long gone. ‘I’ll do anything you want if you don’t hurt her,’ Lia said. ‘Anything you want. Just let her go, please.’

			‘Let her go so you can bolt like rabbits?’ the man sneered. ‘No, I don’t think I’ll be letting her go. You come here.’

			Lia hesitated. All her instincts told her to run, but she couldn’t leave Elfrida. She’d sworn a vow, but even without that she wouldn’t abandon her mistress.

			‘Come on,’ the brute said, ‘you can trust me. I’m an archer, not some bastard man-at-arms. We always keep our word.’

			Lia took a step towards him, reassured by the fact that he hadn’t hit Elfrida, only shaken her, and had put away his dagger the first chance he got. ‘You won’t kill us?’ she asked fearfully.

			‘Kill you?’ the soldier echoed with a sudden, lopsided grin. ‘I’d as soon kill my dear old mother as you two ducklings. I won’t deny I plan on sticking something in you, but it ain’t no dagger, that’s for sure.’

			Lia ventured closer still, not quite trusting him but having no other choice, and when she was just a pace away his hand shot out with surprising speed and grabbed the front of her smock. Her own hands rose instinctively and she tried to pull free, but he was too strong for her and drew her close with no effort at all.

			‘Two for the price of one,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘Born lucky, that’s me.’

			He tied them together with a leather thong from the pouch on his belt, Lia’s left wrist to Elfrida’s right, pulling the knots tight so they couldn’t easily be undone. Then he mauled them in turn through their thin linen smocks, apparently making sure they didn’t have a hidden knife or other weapon. He searched them thoroughly and didn’t miss the opportunity for a bit of amusement, pinching their breasts and rubbing between their legs, grinning unashamedly all the while. Then he led them away, holding fast onto Lia’s right wrist. Lia needed to tell Elfrida something, and as it was obvious he wasn’t going to let them out of his sight let alone earshot she had to be clever.

			‘I’m Lia,’ she said, addressing herself to their captor. ‘This is my cousin Uli, short for Ulrike.’

			‘Cousins?’ the soldier said. ‘I took you for sisters.’

			‘No, we’re cousins. We’re from Three Elms. That’s a village not far from here, to the north. Isn’t that so, Uli?’ She looked at Elfrida, who nodded. Lia hoped she remembered in case anybody asked.

			‘I’m a village lad myself,’ the soldier said. ‘Willem’s the name. I’m an archer.’

			‘We know,’ Lia said. ‘You told us already. And archers always keep their word, don’t they? That’s what you said.’

			‘And what word would that be?’ Willem asked craftily. ‘I don’t recall any word given.’

			‘You promised not to hurt us,’ Lia firmly reminded him, though she couldn’t remember if he had or not with everything being so hectic. ‘My cousin, Uli, she isn’t well anyway, and the apothecary couldn’t diagnose what’s wrong with her, so you wouldn’t want to fuck her, would you?’ Lia babbled, her mind working overtime. ‘You never know what you might catch off her, so if you’ve a mind to abuse us you’ll have to make do with just me.’ The part about Uli’s ailment just popped into her head as she was speaking, though she didn’t hold out much hope he would fall for it. Why settle for only her when he could have both of them?

			‘That I won’t do, as tasty as you are,’ he said, confirming her fears. ‘She don’t look ill to me, but being the nice fellow I am I’ll grant her a day’s grace to get well anyway. Tonight I’ll fuck you and leave her in peace, but tomorrow night she’ll be fucked as sure as moonrise. You’ve got till then to get her used to the idea.’

			Lia sighed. It wasn’t what she’d hoped for, but she knew it could be worse. A lot worse, given that he was from Osburg, Attland’s most bitter enemy.

			‘Nearly there now,’ he said. ‘I can’t wait to see the lads’ faces when I walk in with you two.’

			The ‘lads’ turned out to be a dozen or so men who had taken over a house in the merchants’ quarter. ‘No eggs,’ Willem announced as he herded his two prisoners through the door, ‘but I did find a pair of ducklings.’

			Heads turned in their direction and suddenly everyone was talking and laughing at once. Several of the men got up for a closer look and some wanted to touch as well. One, older than the rest and sporting a grizzled grey beard, grabbed Lia from behind and began to grope her.

			‘Lord bless me,’ he wheezed, ‘you should feel the teats on this one! I’ll be chewing on these beauties tonight or I’m no archer!’

			‘Then you’re no archer,’ Willem said, shoving him away and recovering his prize, ‘for no one but me gets to try her tonight, nor her cousin either.’

			‘What?’ the bearded man cried indignantly. ‘I hope this is no more than a bad jest, Willem son of Ragnol. Share-and-share-alike is the archer’s motto, as you well know.’

			‘Aye,’ Willem said dryly, ‘as it was the day afore yesterday when you found that keg of ale, Osric son of Podi. You weren’t too keen on sharing then, as I recall.’

			‘That weren’t the same,’ the other man protested. ‘One keg weren’t enough to go around.’

			‘Funny you should say that,’ Willem countered, ‘for it’s two ducklings I’m wanting on my plate tonight, and two’s all we have, unless my count is off.’

			That was met with raucous laughter and yells from the others, some siding with Willem, some with the bearded man, but Willem ignored the lot of them and led his two prizes upstairs to a bedchamber; the merchant’s own, to judge from the size of the room and the richness of the furnishings. He closed the door, and locked it for good measure.

			‘Sit down,’ he said, pointing to the bed, so Lia and Elfrida sat; and not before time, Lia thought, for Elfrida looked about ready to pass out with fear and exhaustion. It wasn’t surprising she looked just about done in, what with the flight and the dreadful news about the king, not to mention the sheer horrors of the last few hours.

			Willem undressed, glancing sideways at the two young women as he did so. ‘Will she run, your cousin, if I cut the thong?’

			‘No,’ Lia said. ‘She’s too tired. And she’ll stay close to me in any case.’

			He stripped off his underthings, putting everything in a neat pile on the floor with his boots on top. Stark naked, he took out his dagger and moved to them. His skin was pale and covered in dense patches of sandy hair. His cock hung between sturdy thighs, long and thick, and swaying as he cut the thong that bound them, giving Elfrida a stern look as he did so.

			‘Don’t run, missy,’ he warned. ‘If you run I’ll set the lads downstairs after you, and they’ll hunt you like a wolf pack chasing a hind. Only when they catch you there’ll be no quick death, though you’d pray for it, believe me. You listening, Uli?’

			Elfrida nodded, her eyes drooping. Lia helped her out of her filthy smock then drew back the bedding and covered her over, tucking her in. She was asleep in seconds.

			‘How about you?’ Willem asked. ‘Will you fall asleep on me too?’

			‘No,’ Lia said. ‘It’s not only archers who keep their word.’

			She drew off her own smock and saw his expression change as he looked at her. ‘By Saint Kathryn,’ he muttered. ‘You’re a sight to behold and no mistake.’ His cock rose swiftly and Lia couldn’t help but blush at such visual adoration, then she lay down next to sleeping Elfrida, on top of the bedding rather than beneath it. Willem moved over her and she parted her legs. He entered her, wasting no time, and was soon thrusting hard, his cock a sturdy rod inside her.

			‘Try not to… wake Uli… she needs… to sleep…’ she whispered between his thrusts.

			‘I’ll try,’ he grunted, ‘though I’m making no promises.’

			Lia raised her legs and wrapped them around his waist, and as Willem pressed a kiss to her lips and told her she was a good girl she closed her eyes, accepted the first stirrings of pleasure, and began to move with him.

			Chapter Fourteen

			‘Is there anything to eat?’ Elfrida asked. ‘I’m starving.’

			‘I don’t know,’ Lia confessed. ‘I don’t suppose they want us dying on them, so I should think they’ll feed us… if there’s any food in the house, that is.’

			She and Willem had fucked till the early hours, in all the positions Velda had taught her and a few new ones besides. Willem would rest from time to time, and when he was ready off they’d go again. To help him get hard she would suck his cock, and he licked her in turn. It reminded her of happier times, though Willem was far less refined than Velda had been, slurping between Lia’s legs greedily like a man dying of thirst when her juices were the only drink to be had in all the land. She wondered where Velda was, and what was happening to her. She hoped she’d found a Willem of her own and was as safe as she could be.

			Sated at long last Willem rolled away to sleep on the floor, which seemed strange, as there was room for all three on the bed if they snuggled close. Lia slipped under the covers and Elfrida murmured in her sleep, having slept through the prolonged, animated passions of Lia and Willem.

			But now it was dawn and she was awake and demanding food, so Lia got out of bed and went to the window, for there was no point trying the door. Willem had already risen and dressed and left them locked in the bedroom, where Lia had laid planning their escape until her mistress stirred and started making her demands. Willem seemed a kindly enough man, but she judged the others were a different matter, especially Osric, the one with the beard. The sooner she and Elfrida were away from them the better.

			As she looked out of the window she saw that that route was denied them also. It was a precarious drop to the street below and they had no means to lower themselves, and she wasn’t really sure Elfrida would be able to slide down a rope even if they had one.

			There were people milling around in the street, and not just Osburg men. Attlanders were up and about their business too, for life goes on, even in a town occupied by the enemy. It was a hazardous affair, however, and in the short time Lia watched she saw one young woman seized by soldiers and dragged shrieking into an alleyway. Even if they escaped Willem and his archer band, Lia knew their problems were far from over.

			She heard the key in the lock and turned as Willem entered carrying a bundled cloth and a stone flagon. ‘Morning, ducklings,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Sleep well, did you?’

			He spread the cloth on the bed and Lia saw bread, half a roasted chicken and two red apples. Her mouth watered at the sight and she realised just how ravenous she was. Elfrida sat up in bed eyeing the food hungrily.

			‘Just plain water to drink, more’s the pity,’ he said. ‘There was cider, but the greedy buggers downstairs finished it off last night.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘They’ve all got sore heads this morning though, and serve ’em right, I say. Tuck in; it’s all for you. I had mine already with the lads.’

			He watched while they ate, his eyes on their bodies. Lia couldn’t believe he was still thinking about sex after their strenuous activities during the night, but evidently he was, as his next words proved.

			‘It’s your turn tonight, Uli, don’t forget,’ he said. ‘We’re away soon, me and the boys, off to the moneylenders’ quarter to see if we can’t squeeze some gold out of their fat fingers. They’ll claim it’s been stolen already, like they always do, but it’s a miracle how the story changes when you hold their feet in the fire. No need for you to worry about interlopers though, cos a couple of lads will stay on guard downstairs. I’ll lock the door again when I go out so they won’t be tempted to pay you a call. No,’ he chuckled again, ‘they’ll have to wait a while longer to dip into you two, like it or not.’

			‘You’re going to share us after all?’ Lia said heavily. ‘With Osric and the others?’

			‘Aye,’ he confirmed. ‘I’ve intended to all along. That’s our way in the company, sharing the women and the loot and suchlike. But they won’t get a sniff till I’ve had my fill, for that’s our way, too. Three more days, maybe four, and then I’ll pass you over. If you’re smart you’ll grab what sleep you can between now and then. There’ll be precious little when that lot get their paws on you, believe me.’

			He left them again, locking the door like he said, and Lia heard his boots descending the wooden stairs. She dressed and made Elfrida get up too, though the princess seemed to want to stay in bed, and grizzled petulantly as Lia helped her on with her smock.

			‘We have to get away from here if we don’t want to become soldiers’ whores,’ Lia said. ‘You wouldn’t like being passed from man to man like a wineskin until you’re all used up and empty inside, would you?’

			She took Elfrida’s hand and led her to the window, their only way out. The ground looked even further down than before, and Elfrida gave one quick peep and stepped back in alarm. ‘I can’t, Lia,’ she wailed feebly. ‘I feel sick just looking down. You go; I’ll stay here.’

			Lia shook her head. ‘I swore to protect you, and that’s what I intend to do. But you have to help me. Let’s see if we can find anything to make a rope with.’

			They looked in the cupboard and the chest, but there was only the bedding. Lia tried tearing it but she just wasn’t strong enough and they had nothing with which to cut it into strips, so in the end she had to admit defeat. It meant Elfrida wouldn’t have to climb through the window after all, which made one of them happy, at least.

			‘I’ll try to talk Willem out of… you know… having you tonight,’ Lia said, ‘but he might not listen. I’d have a better chance if you were ugly, but you’re not, are you? You’re really pretty, even with your hair tangled like it is. I don’t know what else I can do.’

			Elfrida shrugged weakly. She wouldn’t look Lia in the face, and Lia guessed she was afraid and trying hard not to show it.

			‘It’s not so bad, losing your maidenhead,’ Lia said, in an attempt to cheer her mistress up. ‘You saw me lose mine, didn’t you? It hurts a bit, I won’t deny, but I survived it and you will too. Tomorrow we’ll get Willem to let us out of this place. I’ll make up a story; maybe I’ll say my mother’s sick and I have to go see her. Once we’re outside we’ll get away somehow. I’ll find a way, don’t worry.’

			‘I thought you liked Willem,’ Elfrida said.

			‘Me?’ Lia said in surprise.

			‘Yes. From the way you talk to him I thought you liked him. I know you liked what he did to you last night, judging by what you were whispering to him.’

			‘I thought you were asleep,’ Lia said, blushing. ‘But I suppose I do like him, a bit. Well, I don’t dislike him anyway. It’s the others I’m worried about.’

			‘Osric,’ Elfrida said quietly. ‘I saw the way he looked at you.’

			‘I know, but let’s not talk about it. Let’s not think about tonight, either. Let’s imagine we’re outside; you, me and Willem. He’s got us tied together with a thong like before. How are we going to get away from him… any ideas?’

			‘I’m frightened, Lia,’ Elfrida admitted in a tiny voice. ‘I’m frightened about tonight, and I’m frightened for my family.’

			Lia hugged her. Elfrida began to sob quietly, so Lia stroked her back and shushed her, as if consoling a child, then after a while she took her over to the bed and lay her down, drawing up her skirts and easing her knees apart. She lay beside her and began to stroke her sex very gently. After a while Elfrida’s tears ceased and she sighed. Lia stroked her slowly; happy that she could help the princess set aside her troubles for a while, her fears forgotten… for the present at least.

			Willem returned that evening with food and a jug of wine. He seemed in a good mood, and Lia guessed some moneylender had valued his feet above his gold. As they ate Lia saw Elfrida steel herself to say something. She assumed it concerned her virginity, but in fact it was something else entirely.

			‘Willem,’ she said quietly, ‘do the other soldiers say anything of our king and queen?’

			He looked surprised at the question, as was Lia, but he nodded and answered anyway. ‘I’ve heard the king is dead. Lord Torkel sent in assassins disguised as monks on pilgrimage. They killed the sentries and then the king just before the main attack went in.’

			Lia was afraid that Elfrida, in her grief, would say or do something to give herself away, but the princess kept a tight rein on her feelings. Her face showed little and her hand was almost steady as she reached for the bread. ‘And my… and the queen and the others? What of them?’

			‘I’ve heard naught of the queen,’ Willem said, ‘though I did hear one of the princesses escaped.’

			After that they ate in silence, passing the jug from one to the other like travellers around a campfire. Lia felt the heavy red wine go straight to her head, and drank sparingly, needing her wits about her. After the meal she took Willem to the corner furthest from the bed and Elfrida as possible.

			‘Willem,’ she said, ‘I want to talk about Uli.’ She saw his defensive expression and knew it was hopeless, but tried anyway, offering herself in Elfrida’s place, promising to show him delights he’d only ever dreamed about, though she had no idea how she would honour that. But when she’d finished he shook his head.

			‘It’s not that I don’t like you, Lia,’ he said, ‘I do. I like you a lot, you know that. But it’s not often a man like me gets spoilt for choice, and I intend to make the most of it. And anyway, better me than that lot downstairs, eh? At least I’ll be gentle with her, which is more than I can say for some of them.’

			He had a point, and Lia had run out of arguments, so all that remained was to give Elfrida the bad news. ‘I know,’ the girl murmured when Lia went over to her. ‘I heard. It’s all right, Lia; like you said, you survived it and so will I. Do you think he’ll make me suck his cock? I’d rather not if I don’t have to.’

			‘I’m sure he won’t. If he wants it sucking, I’ll tell him I’ll do it.’

			‘Thank you, Lia. I don’t know why you’re so kind to me after all the horrible things I did to you. And Velda too, sacrificing herself so we could get away, when all I ever did was say cruel things to her and beat her, even when she didn’t deserve it.’

			Elfrida’s eyes filled with tears and Lia hugged her again. Across the room she saw Willem take off his clothes. She helped Elfrida out of her smock, picking straw out of the distraught princess’s hair and combing the wayward locks with her fingers as best she could, feeling the princess trembling, encouraging her with soft words.

			Chapter Fifteen

			Despite their increasing intimacy and mutual affection, it was clear Willem still didn’t trust Lia. When she tried to persuade him to take her and Uli out of the house the next morning a look of suspicion came over his face.

			‘Now why would I want to do a daft thing like that?’ he asked. ‘You’d run the second my back was turned.’

			‘Run?’ she said with all the innocence she could muster. ‘Why would I run? I’m your girl now, aren’t I? I’d better be, after all the cock you’ve given me. Or is that how archers treat their women?’

			He just grinned and shook his head, and she knew her attempt to deflect him hadn’t worked. She began to realise he was less of a fool than she’d taken him for. She’d thought she could use female wiles to mix him up so he’d drop his guard. Now she saw it wasn’t going to be that easy.

			‘My girl?’ he said, his grin rueful now. ‘That’ll be the day. Don’t get me wrong, I’d have you as my girl quick as a flash, but you wouldn’t stick. Once a rabbit always a rabbit, I reckon. A flash of white rump and you’d be away through the hedge and gone.’

			She put on a wounded expression, as though hurt by the suggestion she would run out on him. That didn’t work either, for he just laughed and picked up his things and left, the click of the lock saying it all – she’d failed, and they were prisoners still.

			Willem had told her not to expect him back before nightfall. The archers had been ordered to sweep a wood where some Attland soldiers were rumoured to be hiding, and it would be slow going, he said, poking in every thicket and bush. Before he left he made sure they had food and drink to tide them over, and a bucket for their ablutions.

			Having settled down for a long wait, Lia was surprised to hear the key rattle in the lock shortly after noon. She stood up as the door swung open, but the greeting died on her lips. It wasn’t Willem who walked in but Osric, with a second man close behind, with an ugly red scar running down his face, from the corner of his right eye to his chin. Lia remembered him – or remembered the scar, at least – from downstairs.

			‘Wh-where’s Willem?’ she stammered.

			‘He won’t be coming,’ Osric said.

			‘Them Attlanders were tougher than we thought,’ the second man said.

			Lia felt herself go cold inside. ‘He’s… he’s dead?’ she whispered.

			Osric’s lips twisted in a mirthless smile. ‘No, he’s not dead. The silly bugger took a spear in the leg. He’s in the infirmary.’

			Relief flooded her and she sat down on the bed. Scarface approached slowly, like a lynx stalking a lamb, his eyes on Elfrida all the while. She moved closer to Lia, trembling.

			‘It’ll be a week or two afore he’s up and about, I reckon,’ Osric went on, gazing about the room with exaggerated indifference, ‘and I doubt he’ll be winning any foot races even then, but he’s alive all right. Gave me the key, he did, and asked me to see you two fed and watered. Worried about you, apparently. Poor bastard’s cunt-whipped, if you ask me, but I said I’d see to it, him being a fellow archer and all.’

			He tossed the key on the table where it landed with a clatter. Lia kept her expression neutral. Though she didn’t like the man, and certainly didn’t trust him, it wouldn’t do to let it show.

			‘Naturally I told him there’s a price,’ he went on. ‘He wasn’t keen, but he’s out of choices thanks to an Attland spear. He wanted to keep you for himself, if you can believe that. Claimed you’re his girl, or some such crap, and weren’t to be touched. He said we could have the use of your cousin here, but not you.’

			‘That’s right,’ scarface said, reaching out and grabbing Elfrida’s wrist. ‘We get to fuck little Uli. Fuck her good too, we will.’

			Elfrida whimpered and shrank away from him. Lia put her arms around her and held on tight. She glared at scarface, silently challenging him to try and take her. He held on too, creating a stalemate.

			‘I told him no dice,’ Osric said. ‘We get the pair of you, and we get you now. I said if he didn’t like the deal I’d lock you in and let you starve. He knows I’d do it, too. So what do you think he said?’

			‘He agreed,’ Lia said grimly, her eyes fixed on scarface.

			‘Smart girl. That’s right, he agreed. So then… any guesses as to what happens next?’

			‘We get fucked,’ she said bluntly.

			‘Right again. You get well and truly fucked, starting right now.’

			He began to strip off his clothes. Scarface tugged on Elfrida’s arm, claiming his prize, and Lia resisted, though it was a tug-o-war she had no hope of winning. Sooner or later she would have to yield Elfi up.

			It was sooner, in fact, for Osric, naked now, slapped her hard across the face sending her sprawling. Scarface pulled Elfrida out of her grasp and gathered her in his brawny arms. Lia sat up and turned to the bearded man.

			‘Osric, please,’ she begged, ‘I’ll do anything you want—’

			‘Yes, you will,’ he said harshly. ‘And you’ll start by shutting your mouth and keeping it shut. Don’t think you can cunt-whip me like you did Willem, batting them long eyelashes and promising treats. From now on you do what you’re told when you’re told, understand?’

			‘Yes, I understand,’ she said. ‘Just please don’t—’

			He slapped her again, even harder than before, and she flopped back on the bed, stunned by the force of the blow. Osric grabbed a handful of her hair and hauled her upright. ‘Don’t hear too good, do you?’ he snarled, his face just inches from hers. ‘I’ll say it one more time: shut your fucking mouth and keep it shut. We’ve ways of dealing with girls who don’t do as they’re told, and I promise you won’t like it. There’s three score men-at-arms billeted just along the street, and though we don’t normally associate with scum like that, in this case I’m prepared to make an exception. One more fucking peep out of you and I’ll invite ’em round to join the queue. Probably they fuck about as well as they fight, which is like shit, but it’s quantity not quality we’re after, right?’

			He yanked her hair, almost pulling it out by the roots. ‘You hearing me loud and clear, Attlander?’

			‘Yes!’ she squealed.

			‘Yes, sir!’

			‘Yes, sir!’

			‘Good. I’m glad we’re understanding each other better.’ He gave her hair a final yank then let go. ‘Now get them things off, the pair of you, and be quick about it.’

			Lia stood up, rubbing her sore head, and took off her smock. Scarface relaxed his grip on Elfrida, who wriggled free and flew into Lia’s arms, sobbing.

			‘It’s all right,’ Lia murmured. ‘Just do as they say.’

			She helped Elfrida out of her smock. Osric looked them up and down. ‘What do you reckon then, Dedrick?’ he said. ‘Ripe for fucking, would you say?’

			‘They’re ripe, right enough,’ scarface growled. ‘Want me to call the lads?’

			‘No need to make ’em struggle up all them stairs.’ He nodded at Elfrida. ‘Just take that one down and give her a good seeing-to. I’ll stay here with the stroppy bitch.’

			Lia expected a tearful protest from Elfrida, perhaps even outright rebellion, but the girl must have realised it was useless to fight them, for she went with scarface meekly enough, giving Lia one last, sorrowful glance, then they were gone.

			‘Pick up them smocks,’ Osric said. Lia did so, he held out his hand and she gave them to him. He walked to the window and threw them out into the street in what she assumed was a symbolic gesture.

			‘Won’t be needing them no more,’ he said. ‘Now get over here and bend over.’

			She went to him and leaned forward from the waist, resting her forearms on her knees. She heard him spit, into his palm she guessed, and a few seconds later his cock prodded her anus and his hands grasped her hips. His cock pushed and she tried to relax to accommodate him, but as he eased inside her she groaned, for she’d forgotten how much it hurt. He reached underneath and grasped her breasts, then began to drive into her. He rammed hard, grunting profanities at her, and she gritted her teeth and fought to accept the onslaught. For several minutes he fucked her rear passage, then withdrew. She gave a gasp of relief as his cock left her, surprised at the move, for she’d feared a long session. She knew it wasn’t over yet for he hadn’t climaxed, but it seemed he was done with her bottom, at least for now.

			He penetrated her again, this time in her vagina, and was soon thrusting vigorously as before, and as before he fucked her for three or four minutes then pulled out. ‘Kneel down,’ he ordered.

			She knelt as ordered and he indicated his cock to suck, which she did, not wanting to displease him, hoping he would mellow a little towards them. But as she sucked he grasped her breasts again, his fingers pressing deep into her flesh, clearly intending to hurt her. He pinched her nipples and twisted them and she grimaced, her hands rising instinctively to fend him off.

			‘Poorly trained, I see,’ he sneered, ‘like all Attlander females. But I’ll soon knock you into shape, never fear. By the time I’m finished you’ll be quiet and obedient as any lapdog licking her master’s feet.’

			He pushed her away and went to his pouch for a length of cord. He tied her wrists behind her back, so tightly that the cord cut into her flesh. She kept silent, knowing her utterances both angered and aroused him. When she was secured he stood in front of her and nudged his cock to her lips once more. ‘That’s the way, Attlander,’ he goaded as she started to suck him, ‘take my cock good and deep.’

			He grabbed her hair with one hand and pulled her onto him, so that his cock pressed into her throat. She gagged and tried to pull away, but he was having none of it. He held her there, pushing into her while she gasped for air, his other hand crawling to her breast and he twisted her nipple again, compounding her misery.

			She sucked as best she could, desperate to get it over with, but she suspected he was holding back to prolong her suffering, and then at last he began to quicken his pace.

			‘Suck hard now,’ he muttered, his voice thick with lust. ‘Suck the spunk out of me and drink it down.’

			Faster and faster he shunted with his hips, giving her no chance to catch a breath. She panicked and tried desperately to pull back, but still he held her fast and then his seed erupted into her throat, making her cough and heave.

			‘Swallow it!’ he snarled, and she dutifully obeyed. He spasmed, emptying his balls into her, and she miserably accepted every drop. At last his wilting cock withdrew and she gulped precious air, gratefully filling her lungs.

			He went to the bed and flopped down on his back. He stayed like that for many minutes while Lia remained kneeling, not daring to move without his permission or make so much as a sound. Eventually he sat up and looked about the room. He saw the food on the table and went over, tearing off a chunk of bread and washing it down with wine.

			‘You hungry?’ he asked without looking at her.

			‘Yes, sir.’ She wasn’t, but hoped it would give her respite; whilst eating she could hardly be doing anything else for him.

			‘Get yourself downstairs then,’ he said. ‘Ask them for the gruel.’

			She knew it was a trick, she even thought she could guess what the gruel was, but she stood up and went anyway, her hands still bound behind her, having no other option. The stairs were steep and she went slowly, knowing she wouldn’t be able to save herself if she slipped.

			A heart-rending sight met her eyes as she entered the parlour. Elfrida lay on her back on a table in the middle of the room, her legs in the air. One of the soldiers was fucking her, holding her ankles and thrusting rapidly, and to Lia’s dismay he was using Elfrida’s rear passage. Elfrida was moaning pitifully, rolling her head from side to side as though that might somehow ease the shame and discomfort. The rest of the men stood or slouched on stools, watching the show. Two of them, to judge from their disarranged clothing, had already taken their turn, while the rest still awaited theirs.

			‘What’s this?’ someone said as Lia made her entrance. ‘Osric can’t have finished already, surely?’

			‘Poor old bastard can’t keep it up,’ another jeered.

			‘What is it girl?’ a third asked.

			‘I want… I’m to ask for the gruel,’ she said quietly. Laughter erupted and she dropped her eyes in shame. One stood up and put his arm around her shoulder.

			‘And you shall have it, sweetling,’ he drawled, ‘as much as you can sup. We like to see a girl with a full belly, don’t we lads?’

			A chorus of yells and cheers went up. The man steered her back to his chair, unfastened his hose and took out his cock. He sat down, grinning at her, then took hold of his semi-hard cock and waggled it by way of invitation.

			‘Here,’ he said, ‘take all the gruel I’ve got, and welcome. We’ll fill you up, me and the lads, never fear. We’ll fill you and Uli both, or chop up our longbows for firewood and join a company of men-at-arms. Archers aren’t the sort to baulk at a challenge. Kneel down, sweetling, and take the spout.’

			Lia knelt awkwardly, hampered as she was by her bound arms, but seeing her difficulty the man took a knife from his boot and cut the cords. Her hands had grown numb from the tight bindings, and as the blood flowed once more they hurt with a vengeance. She rubbed her wrists, but there was no time for self-pity for the man was waiting, so she leaned forward and took him in her mouth.

			As she sucked him the one using Elfrida finished, whereupon another immediately took his place. Lia thrust away the despair that threatened to overwhelm her; she would not give in to it, or to the men. They would survive, her and Elfrida, and escape and be free of the lot of them. They would show these Osburg pigs what Attland women were made of.

			Chapter Sixteen

			When the men were done with Elfrida they shoved her into a corner where she lay curled up in a ball. Lia was sent to join her not long after, and she crawled over fearing the worst.

			‘Uli?’ she said, for the men were close and she was worried about being overheard. She feared to see madness in Elfrida’s eyes, for surely the treatment she’d received must topple so fragile and vulnerable a mind; but a very strange thing happened. Elfrida reached out and hugged Lia tight, pressing her lips close to her bondmaiden’s ear.

			‘Lia,’ she whispered, ‘are you all right?’

			It was a startling question from someone who had never thought of anyone but herself in her whole life, and it took Lia a second or two to compose herself. ‘Yes,’ she whispered back. ‘How about you?’

			‘I’m a bit sore,’ Elfrida confessed, smiling bravely. ‘But I’ll be fine.’

			One of the men threw a musty old cloak at them, which they gratefully huddled beneath, and another, with a more kindly demeanour than the others, rolled up his own cloak and gave it to them for a pillow. Lia was exhausted, and she guessed Elfrida was too, but before they dozed off she put her lips to Elfrida’s ear and secretively told her of her plan.

			The problem, she knew, was that the men would be wary of letting them both out at the same time. But they did seem to be letting their collective guard down slightly, and Lia anticipated that for one of them to get away might just be possible, using the pretext of offering to fetch the men their water from the well. It would be the girl who went second who would have the difficult escape to make.

			Lia sent Elfrida first. It wasn’t long after cockcrow, and most of the men were still snoring. Elfrida fastened one of the cloaks around her shoulders, then picked up a bucket and surreptitiously poured what little water remained onto the floor. Then, with a final anxious glance at Lia, who gave her mistress a tight smile for luck, Elfrida went to the door.

			‘I have to fetch water,’ she said to the man there. ‘Do you want your bottle filling too?’ He was still groggy from sleep and the previous night’s heavy revelry, yawned, nodded, and with his judgement clouded, handed it to her. This was a last minute addition to Lia’s plan, ensuring that if they did manage to get away at least they would have some water to sustain them in their flight.

			Elfrida went out. Lia counted to a hundred slowly, then stood up and put on the other cloak, the one they’d been given for a pillow. Her heart thumping and knees shaking, she took a deep breath and stepped forward – just as Osric came clumping down the stairs.

			Lia froze. Osric scowled at her, then looked around the room. ‘Where’s the other one?’ he asked suspiciously.

			‘Gone to fetch water,’ someone said.

			Osric looked at the man who’d answered, then at Lia once more, and in that instant she saw his expression change. Whether it was the fact she was wearing a cloak that tipped him off, or the fear and tension that must surely show in her face, she didn’t know. But something did, for he let out an enraged bellow and ran to the door. ‘Keep an eye on that one!’ he yelled, pointing at Lia, then at two of his bleary comrades. ‘You two, come with me!’

			The three scrambled outside, and the rest just stared after them looking baffled. One, no less puzzled than the rest, closed the door and leaned against it with his arms folded, looking across at Lia. Her only exit was well and truly blocked. Or was it?

			She turned and walked slowly up the stairs, hanging her head dejectedly. She expected someone to stop her at any moment, but no one did. She went into the bedchamber and closed the door. The key was still there on the table where Osric had dropped it, so she picked it up and locked the door. She quickly took off the cloak and dragged the covers from the bed, then tied them together corner to corner. She carried them to the window and jammed the end of the quilt between the bottom of the shutter and the windowsill. A hard tug convinced her it was held fast, so she hastily tipped the rest of her makeshift rope out of the window. It reached barely halfway to the ground, but it was the best she could do. She climbed out and slithered down, letting the cloak slide through her hands, and when there was no more to hold on to she hung for a moment, said a quick prayer to Saint Ivar, then let go.

			She landed with a thump and fell on her bottom, but she jumped up straight away, her prayer for a safe landing having been heard. She looked up longingly at the cloak, but there was no way to get it down, so she turned and ran, begging the good saint not to abandon her just yet.

			Soon shouts followed her as she rounded a hut, and there was Elfrida, waiting where they’d agreed under the eaves of a deserted blacksmith’s forge.

			‘What happened?’ Elfrida asked in dismay. ‘Where’s your cloak?’

			‘Osric came,’ she panted. ‘I lost it.’

			‘Osric?’ Elfrida wailed, peering back fearfully. ‘Where?’

			‘He went the other way, to the well.’

			‘So what do we do now?’ Elfrida asked. ‘We won’t get far with you naked, will we?’

			‘No further than this,’ a voice growled right behind them. They both screamed and tried to run, but it was too late. Hands clamped around their wrists and they were dragged into the gloom of the forge.

			It turned out not to be an Osburg soldier, as Lia had feared, but the blacksmith. Apparently the forge wasn’t as deserted as it first appeared.

			‘Now then,’ he said as they struggled in his vicelike grip, ‘and who might you two be, I wonder?’

			Lia stopped struggling and told him they were cousins from Three Elms who’d been captured by the enemy while visiting their sick aunt. He tutted and shook his head in sympathy as she described their barbarous treatment at the hands of the archers, but didn’t offer to let them go.

			‘Fucked you, did they?’ he mused. ‘Can’t say I blame ’em, fresh and juicy as the pair of you are. Still, it’s not right, them Osburg bastards helping themselves to our women without so much as a thank-you-kindly. Not right at all.’ He let go of them, so unexpectedly and abruptly they both stumbled and nearly fell. He sat down on an upturned barrel and regarded them from beneath shaggy eyebrows. ‘So then,’ he said, looking from one to the other, ‘what is it you’ll be wanting, eh?’

			‘Something to wear,’ Lia said quickly. ‘Even a sack would do.’

			‘And something to eat,’ Elfrida added. ‘We haven’t had anything since yesterday.’

			Looking around, Lia wasn’t hopeful on either count. Iron there was aplenty, and half-finished tools and implements, and horseshoes, and objects she couldn’t identify, but no sign of the things they needed.

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘let’s see what we can do.’ He went to the back of the forge and opened a chest, and to her amazement he brought out a blue woollen gown with faded flowers embroidered around the scooped neckline. ‘This belonged to my Winifride, God rest her soul,’ he said. ‘Here, try it on.’

			It was too big for her, but he tied a piece of string around her waist for a belt, which gathered it in nicely. Next he lifted down a bag that was hanging by a hook from the rafters, and from inside produced bread and cheese, together with a small bottle of mead to wash it down.

			‘My dinner,’ he said, ‘but you’re welcome to it.’

			Lia didn’t know what to say to such kindness, but though she felt guilty about taking his food she knew they had to keep up their strength if they were to escape. Osric and his motley crew wouldn’t give up the search easily, and there were countless others to avoid too, so they’d need food inside them to sustain their flight.

			Whilst eating, the blacksmith made them each a pair of peasant boots, just leather pouches, in effect, gathered up and tied around the ankle with a thong.

			‘All done,’ he said. ‘So, which one of you wants to pay?’

			‘Pay?’ Lia said stupidly.

			‘Aye,’ he said. ‘You surely didn’t think a gown, food and boots would come free, did you?’

			She had, but realised the folly of that assumption, especially as he’d hinted right at the start that he wanted them.

			‘Either one of us can pay,’ Elfrida said. ‘You pick.’

			Lia stared at her, speechless, wondering whatever had happened to the frightened girl she’d held in her arms just a day before? Surely it couldn’t be the same person who was now offering her services to a lecherous old blacksmith?

			‘I will that,’ he said with a leer. ‘And I pick you.’

			To Lia’s shock she wasn’t the one he was looking at, but Elfrida looked remarkably relaxed about the situation, and there was even a glint in her eye that Lia might think was triumph if she didn’t know better.

			‘What do you want from me?’ Elfrida asked the blacksmith. ‘But don’t dally, mind; the archers will be searching for us as we speak.’

			‘Bugger the archers,’ he drooled. ‘Come sit on my lap.’

			He patted his thigh, and with no more ado Elfrida perched upon it, opened her cloak, and parted her knees. The blacksmith’s calloused hand sank between her legs, and in no time at all he was rubbing her sex and murmuring what a sweet little thing she was. And as if the sight of a princess being groped by a blacksmith wasn’t astonishing enough, Elfrida’s reaction left Lia dumfounded. She leaned her head on his shoulder and was soon moaning and grinding her hips. Her climax, when it came, was spectacular to judge from the amount of noise she made, and afterwards the old man cradled her in his arms and held her until her breathing slowed. She opened her eyes finally and bestowed on him a contented smile.

			‘Did I please you?’ he asked gruffly.

			‘You did, very much,’ she said, and popped a kiss on his stubbly cheek.

			As they bade farewell to the blacksmith and cautiously crept from the forge, Lia discovered that Elfrida had another major surprise for her, for she started off in the wrong direction.

			‘Not that way!’ Lia hissed, keeping her voice low. ‘It will take us back from where we’ve come!’

			‘Exactly,’ Elfrida said calmly. ‘That’s where I have to go.’

			‘But you can’t!’ Lia protested. ‘You’ll be caught!’

			‘Perhaps so; but that’s not important. What’s important is that I help Baran if I can, whose welfare is infinitely more important to Attland than my own. That’s why we’re going back, to help Baran and my mother and Magdalena. If it’s my fate to be captured or killed, so be it.’

			Nothing Lia said could dissuade her, so back they went, dodging Osburg men along the way, all the while heading, Lia was convinced, to their doom.

			Chapter Seventeen

			The castle walls looked forbidding, and though Elfrida’s wish to help her family was commendable, Lia did wonder how in the name of all the saints they were supposed to get in and achieve that.

			They were hiding behind a pile of garbage just as close to the postern gate as they could safely get. They’d already crept close to the main gate but found it just as heavily guarded as before, so the small postern gate still seemed their best bet. But Lia remained deeply unhappy about it all, remembering the sacrifice Velda had made to get them out; an unnecessary sacrifice it now seemed, with Elfrida so determined to go back in.

			They waited and waited, and though the princess grew increasingly frustrated and impatient she agreed they could hardly walk up to the door and knock. Finally it opened, and Kerta came out lugging two big buckets. Lia couldn’t imagine why the laundress should be taking out garbage, for that was a kitchen servant’s job and no one else’s. Kerta struggled across the footbridge and tipped the first bucket on the heap just yards from where they were hiding, then wearily hoisted up the second.

			‘Kerta!’ Lia hissed. ‘Over here!’

			The laundress looked up, startled, and she was even more startled when she spied Lia and an unknown serf peering over the dung heap. ‘Lia?’ she said, casting an anxious glance back over her shoulder. ‘Is that you? We thought you were dead. Who’s that with you?’

			‘It’s me, Princess Elfrida.’

			Kerta stared as though a madwoman were speaking, so Elfrida pushed her hair back from her face and Kerta’s jaw fell. ‘M-my lady,’ she gasped, giving a clumsy curtsey.

			‘We have to get in,’ Elfrida said. ‘Are the guards still there?’

			‘Y-yes, my lady; t-two of them!’

			‘Why are you taking out rubbish?’ Lia asked.

			‘Well,’ Kerta said, confused, ‘who else should do it?’

			‘No, I mean who’s left in the kitchen? Is Tilda still there?’

			‘No, the soldiers took her. There’s just Holmann and Dagna and old Berta and me.’

			‘Dagna,’ Lia echoed with relief. ‘She’ll do. Kerta, you must come again at dusk. Bring more rubbish, and bring Dagna too. She’s to lure the guards away from the gate and keep them occupied, you understand? She’s to do whatever it takes, even if that means fucking them. You must bring two clean smocks and slippers for the princess and me. Once Dagna’s lured the guards away from the gate you come out and get us; we’ll be waiting right here. Have you got all that?’

			‘Yes, I think so.’

			‘My lady,’ Lia said, affording Elfrida her proper title for Kerta’s benefit, ‘please command her to do as I say, and command Dagna through her. She might not take any notice of me.’

			Elfrida did so and Kerta curtseyed once more. Lia would have dearly liked to ask about Durwin and Velda, but that would have to wait until later. The guards might come at any time, wondering why Kerta was taking so long to empty two buckets. They sent the laundress back, while they themselves slipped away to hide until nightfall.

			Lia’s plan worked perfectly. At dusk Kerta came out of the gate and hurried over to them. She handed them the smocks and slippers and they changed into them quickly, dropping their old clothes on the rubbish heap. Lia felt a little guilty about leaving Winifride’s old blue gown lying in the dirt, but safety was more important than sentimentality. As they went inside Lia heard grunting sounds from a nearby lean-to, and a man’s voice telling someone to suck harder.

			‘Dagna,’ she muttered. ‘They’re fucking her, then.’

			Kerta nodded. ‘Both together, one at each end.’

			They crossed to the keep and made their way to the kitchen without incident, where Holmann seemed awestruck at being face to face with the princess, as though he hadn’t quite believed what Kerta told him. He stammered answers to their questions, though it was Lia who did most of the asking. King Ulric was indeed dead, murdered in his sleep by Torkel’s assassins just as Willem the archer had said. Elfrida was distraught, though she’d known it for days.

			‘I-I’m very sorry, my lady,’ Holmann said, wringing his hands. ‘Shall I… do you wish me to go on?’

			‘Yes,’ Elfrida said quietly. ‘Please do.’

			The news got no better, for they learned Queen Gudrun and Princess Magdalena were being held prisoner in the royal apartments. Kerta, who had taken food there, said they were being harshly treated, and had even been interrogated under torture. Though no one had any knowledge of Velda’s whereabouts, Holmann was adamant that Prince Baran had been neither killed nor captured, but was presumably in hiding somewhere.

			‘The prince wasn’t in the castle when they attacked,’ he explained. ‘I overheard the officers talking. They caught Karl, the prince’s bondman, and tortured him with hot irons. He told them the prince was in the town visiting…’ His voice trailed away and he licked his lips nervously.

			‘Go on,’ Elfrida said without rancour. ‘Who was he visiting?’

			‘It’s just what I heard, my lady,’ he said apologetically. ‘They said… he was visiting a merchant’s wife while the merchant was away.’

			Elfrida smiled grimly. ‘Trust my brother. Saved not through a brave and noble act, but by his lecherous ways. If we live through this I’ll never hear the end of it.’

			‘What happened to Tilda and Durwin?’ Lia asked.

			‘The Osburg soldiers took them away,’ Holmann said. ‘They took Jarold and Clady as well. It’s not hard to guess why they wanted the young women, but why take the young men?’

			No one had an answer to that.

			‘Why didn’t they take Dagna too?’ Lia asked.

			‘They did,’ Holmann said, ‘but I told the officers I couldn’t feed ’em. I’d lost five kitchen staff, I explained, and it was just me and Berta down here. They said I could have one more helper, so I asked for Dagna; and they gave her back to me, saints be praised. Three still wasn’t enough mind, so I fetched Kerta from the laundry. It’s hard work feeding ’em all, for there’s dozens of the devils. They’re all over the keep.’

			Negotiating with the enemy in such a way could be construed as treason, Lia guessed, but Elfrida seemed prepared to overlook it. It was fortunate the overseer did what he did, for without Dagna to distract the guards at the postern gate Lia knew she and Elfrida would never have got back in.

			‘We have to help my mother and sister,’ Elfrida said when Holmann fell silent. ‘Freeing them is our main priority now.’

			‘How many men are watching them, Kerta?’ Lia asked. ‘Are the guards quartered right there in the royal apartments, or lower down?’

			Such information was vital if they were to attempt a rescue, but the laundress didn’t have any answers. So there was only one way to find out. Kerta volunteered to go and spy, as did Dagna, who’d just returned looking flushed and not a little discomforted. Elfrida glanced at Lia, and though she didn’t ask outright, for this was a perilous duty, it was clear she wanted her bondmaiden to go.

			‘I’ll do it,’ Lia said, thinking that having a princess’s trust was a double-edged sword.

			 She made her way up the back stairs in her kitchen servant guise once more, with a basket of bread and jug of wine for an excuse. At one point she was obliged to press tight against the wall to let three men squeeze by on their way down. They ignored her, all except the last, who took a loaf from her basket and tickled her under the chin in payment. These weren’t rough soldiers like the ones in the town, but well-dressed officers with quick, intelligent eyes. She would need to keep her wits about her if she wanted to come through alive.

			When she reached the royal apartments she glanced first into Velda’s bedchamber, half hoping to see her there; but a man’s armour and weapons lay on the bed and there was no sign of Velda. The sound of a woman sobbing drew her on, to a door that was ajar, and she peeped inside to discover a richly furnished bedchamber. A naked woman lay spread-eagled on a four-poster bed, her legs elevated and her wrists and ankles tied to the corner posts. In the room with her were two soldiers. One sat at the foot of the bed regarding the woman, while the other stood looking on.

			The one on the bed turned to his companion. ‘Pass me the goad.’

			‘Mercy!’ the woman sobbed. ‘Have mercy!’

			Lia, remembering what Kerta had said about interrogation under torture, wondered if it was Queen Gudrun, though somehow she doubted it. There was nothing regal in the woman’s demeanour, so maybe she was one of the ladies-in-waiting. On the other hand, perhaps even a queen could be reduced to begging by such loathsome treatment.

			The standing man handed the other what appeared to be a stout metal needle set into a wooden handle, with which he began to prick in and around the woman’s anus, causing her to writhe and moan pitifully. He did so for many minutes, during which time not a single question was put to the victim.

			‘Why don’t you try her clit?’ the standing observer eventually prompted.

			‘Later,’ the other replied. ‘I’m happy with her arse right now. Just watch it pucker up when I do this. It’s funny.’

			‘With respect, captain, we’re not here for that. We’re here to get information on Baran.’

			‘She doesn’t know anything, sergeant. If she did she’d have told us yesterday, wouldn’t she? Two hours with the pincers will loosen any woman’s tongue, even a queen’s. She’s not holding anything back.’

			‘You think so?’

			‘I know so.’

			‘Then why the hell are we doing this, sir?’

			The captain winked. ‘Because it’s fun.’

			Lia moved on. The next room was empty, but in the one after that a young woman was sitting on the bed, her back to the wall and her knees drawn up, with a sheet pulled up to her chin. She looked like an older, slightly plumper version of Elfrida, with the same eyes and the same pouting mouth. Lia guessed this was Princess Magdalena.

			Footsteps echoed along the passage, heading her way, and Lia scuttled forward to the next turning. She peeped back around the corner and saw a soldier enter Magdalena’s room carrying a tray. ‘Supper, princess,’ he said cheerfully as he went in.

			Lia crept back and looked inside. The young woman was wiping her eyes with a corner of the sheet. ‘Where’s my mother?’ she said. ‘Why won’t you let me see her?’

			The soldier set the tray down on the bedside table and sat on the edge of the bed. He patted her leg through the sheet. ‘Just tell us where Prince Baran is and I’ll take you to her.’

			‘I don’t know where he is,’ Magdalena said sulkily. ‘Don’t you think I’d tell you if I did?’

			The man sighed. ‘You want the cord, is that it?’

			She shook her head, dropping her gaze. The soldier stared at her, then took hold of the sheet, tugging gently, and she resisted him. ‘Leave me alone,’ she mumbled.

			‘Come on, princess,’ he said, letting go of the sheet. ‘No point in making this difficult.’

			He unfastened his shirt and drew it over his head, then stood up and took off his hose and braies. His cock was semi-erect, and he rubbed it lewdly until it stood straight and hard. Then he spat in his palm and smeared it on the glans. ‘Come on.’

			He grasped the sheet once more and tugged it harder from her hands. She was naked beneath and drew her knees tight to her breasts, clasping her arms around her shins. The soldier sat down and grasped her wrist. Magdalena struggled briefly, then seemed to lose any strength in her limbs. He pulled her unresisting across the bed and onto his lap, her back to him.

			‘No, please,’ she moaned, but he merely lifted her with one arm around her waist, fumbling beneath her bottom with his other hand as she stiffened and whimpered.

			‘Come on, princess,’ he drooled in her ear, ‘you know you want to.’ She shook her head, sobbing, as he nuzzled her neck and nibbled her earlobe. When she didn’t respond he cupped and squeezed her breasts. ‘We don’t want to have to bind these again, do we?’ he threatened. ‘Shall I tell Lang to bring the cord?’

			‘No.’

			‘No, course not. So let’s go. You’re getting to be an old hand at this, aren’t you?’

			‘But it hurts.’

			‘I know,’ he chuckled, ‘but that’s the idea, isn’t it? Just tell us where your brother is and no one will fuck your arse ever again, that’s a promise.’

			‘But I don’t know. I’ve told you, he’s always going off somewhere. He never tells Elfi and me where he goes.’

			‘Where’s Elfrida, then?’

			‘I don’t know! Why won’t you believe me? Velda took her somewhere, that’s all I know. Let me go, please!’

			‘Just do it,’ he said, ‘or it’s purple tits for you again. Come on, Magda, stop wasting my time.’

			She shook her head, but he coaxed and threatened her in equal measure until eventually she began to wriggle in his lap, raising and lowering herself awkwardly.

			‘Good girl,’ he muttered. ‘That’s a good girl, nice and steady. Don’t want it over too quick, do we?’ One arm was still around her waist, encouraging her movements. With his free hand he rubbed her breasts and plucked her nipples. ‘That’s nice,’ he breathed. ‘This is good, isn’t it?’

			His hand moved down and he slapped her belly. Then lower still, his fingers exploring her, drawing from her a whimper. ‘Hush,’ he murmured. ‘You’re a lovely thing, aren’t you? A lovely thing with a nice tight arse. Not as tight as it was, but still nice. Would you like to suck us afterwards, me and Lang?’ She shook her head. ‘Sure you would,’ he chuckled. ‘I’ll even let you swallow my cream for a treat. You’ll enjoy it, I promise you.’

			Lia crept away, back to the stairs and down to the kitchens. Once there she told the others what she’d found, though she spared Elfrida the sordid details of the queen’s and Magdalena’s torture. When she said there were but few guards in the royal apartments the princess’s spirits seemed to lift.

			‘You think we can rescue them?’ she asked, her expression both despondent and hopeful at the same time.

			‘I believe so, my lady,’ Lia said cautiously. ‘Princess Magdalena was alone when I got there, so we know they aren’t being guarded around the clock. I’m sure we can get them out of their rooms and down the stairs if we wait for the right opportunity. It’s afterwards I’m worried about. The enemy will turn the place upside down when they realise they’re gone. They might even guess there was outside help and question some of us.’

			Lia didn’t use the word ‘torture’, but she could see everyone was thinking it. If the soldiers did decide to interrogate one or more of them it wouldn’t be long before the truth came out.

			‘With respect, my lady,’ Holmann said, ‘I think Lia’s right; a rescue’s no good if the queen and princess are straightaway recaptured, as seems likely.’

			‘So what now?’ Elfrida asked desperately. ‘We can’t just cower down here and do nothing.’

			‘Of course not, my lady,’ Holmann said placatingly, ‘but I think we should try to learn the enemy’s plans before we make any rash moves, begging your pardon. Lord Torkel holds a council of war each evening in the great hall; I saw him with my own eyes when I took the refreshments up last night. If someone could get in there and hide she might discover what they’re intending to do with their prisoners. Once we know that we’ll be better placed to decide how to proceed.’

			‘I’m sure we would,’ Elfrida said, ‘but who is brave enough to risk it? And where would they hide, in any case? There are no curtains or screens in the place that I recall.’

			‘I’ll go,’ Lia said, ‘and I won’t need to hide. Hopefully they’ll take no notice of a mere servant going about her business.’

			Elfrida looked doubtful, but finally she agreed, and as Lia headed up the stairs once more, armed only with her basket of bread and jug of wine, she hoped her optimism of being disregarded wasn’t misplaced. She didn’t doubt that the fate of anyone caught spying would be dreadful indeed.

			She went up two floors and crept forward to the arched entrance to the great hall. Luckily the doors were open so she stayed on the landing, pressed against the wall, holding her breath and trembling with fear.

			‘When will the main force arrive?’ a deep voice asked.

			‘Two days, my lord,’ someone answered. ‘Roland’s skirmishers will be here tomorrow, but we have little to fear from them. They number no more than five score, so our scouts tell us.’

			‘And how many in the main force?’

			‘Three thousand, all told. The Darkheim ranks have been swelled by the Attland troops that fled when we first attacked. There’s a rumour flying around that Baran is leading the Attland contingent, but our scouts couldn’t get near enough to confirm or deny.’

			There was a long pause, then the deep voice spoke again. ‘We cannot stand against so many. Order the withdrawal for tomorrow. Foot soldiers must be away by noon at the latest, and mounted men two hours before dusk. I want cavalry screens front and back, Fulke, and flankers too.’

			‘Aye, my lord, but the men will want to know about the loot.’

			‘As much as they can carry; slaves, too. We don’t run like dogs, though we’re outnumbered two to one. This is an orderly return to our homeland – a victorious return – and we’ll carry our prizes there with pride.’

			A growl of assent went up from a dozen throats.

			‘A pity Prince Baran slipped through the net, my lord,’ a new voice ventured. ‘With no king to rule here Attland would have been weaker.’

			‘Indeed. She’ll be a dangerous enemy still on our borders, though they’ll maybe think twice about reprisals while we hold the queen and princess hostage. You’ve made arrangements for their transport, Fulke?’

			‘I have, my lord, in a cage. I’ve had it mounted on one of the royal carriages.’

			‘Most appropriate. And the youngest, Elfrida; any news of her? It would be nice to have the full set of royal females.’

			‘No news, my lord. The slave Velda won’t change her story, despite rigorous questioning.’

			‘Velda, yes, she’s the one you captured, isn’t she? The queen’s bondmaiden, or some such. Bring her here to me now so I can see just how rigorous your questioning has been.’

			‘As you wish, my lord.’

			Lia heard footsteps and backed away fearfully, only to collide with something large and immovable behind her, something that clapped a heavy hand on her shoulder and spun her round, and she found herself looking up into the bearded face and stern brown eyes of an Osburg officer.

			‘What are you doing skulking here, girl?’ he demanded gruffly.

			‘B-bringing bread and w-wine, my lord,’ she stammered. ‘B-but I daren’t go in. They might punish me for d-disturbing them.’

			A man came out of the council chamber and went by, sparing them barely a glance, but the bearded officer clamped a hand on the back of her neck and marched her into the hall. A dozen men were sitting at a long table, at the head of which was a thickset man with iron-grey hair and piercing blue eyes. Around his neck he wore a heavy bejewelled gold chain, and she knew it must be Lord Torkel himself.

			‘What’s this, Ingram?’ he said. ‘Dancing girls for our diversion?’

			‘Refreshments, my lord,’ Lia’s captor said. ‘Just bread and wine, I’m afraid. Common soldiers’ fare.’

			‘And none the worse for that,’ Torkel said. ‘Bring the wench over here.’

			The bearded brute manhandled her to the lord’s side where he finally released his hold on her neck. Torkel picked up a goblet from the table and held it out to be filled, so Lia set down the basket of bread and began to pour the wine.

			‘She’s a pretty one, isn’t she?’ Torkel said. ‘Do you think she’s on the menu?’ His officers laughed dutifully, and Lia’s hands were shaking so badly she feared she’d tip wine all over the lordly sleeve. ‘In terms of personal material gain,’ Torkel went on, ‘I cannot claim this has been a successful campaign. I’ve gained not a farthing in coin, nor a scrawny chicken, and not a single slave. A poor effort, gentlemen, don’t you agree?’

			There were cries of ‘Yea’ and ‘Nay’ in equal proportion, and much laughter.

			‘Take this one, my lord,’ someone called out. ‘She’ll be a great comfort in bed on a chilly night, I’ll warrant!’

			Torkel turned those piercing eyes on Lia, and she quailed. ‘Aye,’ he said quietly, ‘I imagine she would. And in the daytime too, I think.’

			At that moment there was a disturbance at the door. The man who’d exited earlier came in followed by two guards who half-dragged, half-carried Velda between them. She was wrapped in a blanket and her head hung down. Only the barest twitch of a hand or leg showed that she was alive and conscious. Every man’s eye was upon her, and Lia took the opportunity to back away slowly, step by step, towards the wall.

			‘Put your questions again, Fulke,’ Torkel said. ‘I’ll hear her answers and judge the truth for myself.’

			‘At your command, my lord,’ Fulke said. He turned to Velda and tipped up her chin. Lia barely recognised her, for her face was pale and drawn, and there were dark bags under her eyes.

			‘Where’s Princess Elfrida?’ Fulke demanded harshly.

			‘Town…’ she said weakly. ‘With Lia.’

			‘So you said before. Where in the town?’

			She shook her head. ‘Don’t know… I told her don’t go home… do the unexpected… don’t tell me anything.’

			‘And you expect me to believe that? You must enjoy pain, I think. Hold her fast, men.’

			Lia had reached the wall, and shrank back against it and watched in horror as Fulke took out his dagger.

			‘Wait,’ Torkel said, rising to his feet and approaching them. He grasped Velda’s chin and turned her head this way and that, studying her face. ‘Was she beautiful, Fulke? Before you started to question her, I mean.’

			‘Very, my lord.’

			‘I can believe it. And you’ll be beautiful again, my dear, I promise. Just tell me where they are and you can go free.’

			Velda laughed, though it came out as little more than a harsh croak. ‘You’ll kill me,’ she said, ‘when you have them… or when King Roland comes… and you run like rats.’

			‘Kill you? I don’t think I will, as a matter of fact. I’ve a mind to take you with us and dip into you myself. I expect I’ll be last in a long line, my men being short of female company and all, but one can’t be choosy. This is war, after all.’ He seemed bored with her suddenly, for he turned away and flicked his fingers, whereupon the guards took Velda out. Lia slid along the wall, sidestepping slowly towards the door, hardly daring to breathe. The men were clustered together, all eyes on their lord, and she feared at any second he might remember and look round for her. Foot by foot the doorway came closer, until finally she was there. She stepped back onto the landing and then to the side, so that she was hidden from them at last.

			‘You think this Velda knows more than she’s telling?’ she heard Torkel ask.

			‘Probably not, my lord,’ Fulke replied.

			‘I think you’re right,’ Torkel said. ‘Escalate the torture anyway, just in case.’

			Lia fled as silently and swiftly as she could, back to the kitchen and relative safety.

			Chapter Eighteen

			With the others hanging on her every word, Lia recounted what she’d seen and heard in the great hall. Elfrida was overjoyed at the news that the Osburg army was leaving, but dismayed that they planned to take the queen and her sister with them as hostages.

			‘If Prince Baran truly leads our army,’ the princess said, ‘then that is the most wonderful news. With my uncle Roland’s help he’ll soon send these invaders packing. Our duty now is to rescue my mother and sister before they’re carried off to Osburg.’

			‘And Velda, my lady?’ Lia reminded. ‘Surely we won’t abandon her to cruel torture?’

			‘Well, no… of course not,’ Elfrida said. ‘We’ll rescue Velda too… should an opportunity present itself, I mean.’ It was clear that the princess’s mind was on the jeopardy facing her family, and when Holmann said he had a plan to rescue and hide them in a storeroom until the invaders were gone she was soon in eager discussion with him over the details.

			Forgotten for the moment, Lia slipped away. She was determined to help Velda if she could, for it seemed no one else would. Velda had been incredibly kind to her, taking her out of the kitchen, teaching her how to speak and act like a lady, rescuing her from the worst of Elfrida’s excesses, keeping them from the clutches of the Osburg animals. But the kindest thing of all was arranging for Durwin to be the one to take her maidenhead.

			At the time Lia had thought little of it, indeed, she’d been so mortified and flustered she hadn’t been thinking at all. Afterwards she believed it was sheer coincidence that Velda had selected Durwin rather than Jarold, say, or one of the guards, but now she’d had time to consider it properly she was convinced it was no mere coincidence. Velda must have known about her and Durwin all along: probably she knew everything about them, though it wasn’t from Lia’s lips. And so she chose him for the demonstration, out of pity for a frightened country girl whose virginity was to be sacrificed for a princess’s edification.

			For that act of kindness above all others, Lia was determined to help her former tutor, and so she cautiously made her way down to the dungeons, the old catacombs, finding a torch at the entrance to light her way. She was soon lost in the maze of tunnels and chambers carved into the solid rock by ancient hands, and began to fear she would wander beneath ground until she died of hunger or thirst, ending her young days as rotting food for the rats she knew were watching from the darkness that enveloped her. It was cold, and damp, and smelt of death and misery.

			At long last it was the sound of a hand-crank that finally guided her to the right place. The metallic clank of pawl against ratchet echoed through the passageways, faint at first, then louder as Lia drew closer to the source. She hurried along, and after two false turnings reached the place she was seeking. She set the torch in a ring on the wall and went forward silently to peer into the small chamber.

			Velda lay on her back on a table. She was naked, arms stretched above her head, wrists fastened down. There were straps about her ankles, and ropes ran from there to pulleys on the walls, one on each side, and from the pulleys to a hand-crank. There were two guards in the room, one of whom was turning the handle, drawing Velda’s legs apart. They were spread wide even now, but the man didn’t stop, his eyes on his victim all the while. Velda’s groin had been freshly shaved, and her sex appeared pink and especially vulnerable.

			As the crank turned Velda began to moan pitifully and to beg for mercy. Lia would have helped her if she could, but she had no weapon, not even a knife, and she knew she could do nothing against two men. Finally the guard stopped turning the crank. He put his hands on her thighs, pressing his thumbs into the flesh close to her vagina as though testing the rigor in her muscles. He went back to the crank and wound the handle slowly. Three more clicks of the ratchet and Velda’s moan turned into a rising protest. He tested her again, then went and gave a single click. After a third testing he nodded, apparently satisfied.

			Velda was clearly in great distress, her legs at an impossible angle. Lia, who had assumed that stretching her in this way comprised the torture, was shocked and dismayed when the man produced a lash. And it was no ordinary lash, but the very implement Velda had shown Lia all those weeks before – the one with the vicious lead-tipped thongs.

			The man flicked his wrist casually, striking her tummy with the lash. She shrieked and her body jerked.

			‘Fetch the captain,’ he said to his companion, who turned to leave as Lia scuttled away from the door, around the corner, her heart in her throat. She heard the soldier’s footsteps retreating and still she waited, then long minutes later the man returned with Fulke. Lia crept forward once more.

			‘Has she said anything?’ Fulke asked.

			‘Nothing we haven’t heard before, captain,’ the first guard said, handing the lash to Fulke, who took it and moved close to Velda.

			‘Where is she?’ he demanded. Velda answered quickly, her voice wavering as she repeated what she’d said in the council chamber, telling all she knew. Fulke nodded, then flicked her with the lash. She shrieked again, sobbing the details of Elfrida and Lia’s escape, admitting her own part in it. Fulke continued to question her, after each sobbed response striking her with the lash, and listening to her suffering filled Lia with fury and sick fear.

			‘She doesn’t like it on the cunt, does she?’ he said casually.

			‘No, captain,’ the guard replied with a gap-toothed grin. ‘Not many do.’

			After a while Fulke stepped back and handed the lash to the guard. ‘Carry on,’ he said. ‘Shred her flesh if you have to, but I want the truth. I expect you’ve heard we’re withdrawing tomorrow. Work on her until the last minute.’

			‘Aye, captain. And after?’

			Fulke shrugged. ‘After that I’ve no interest in her. She’s all yours, if you think there’s anything worth salvaging. If not, cut her throat.’

			He started to leave and Lia hurried away. She grabbed the torch and ran, but somehow she came to a dead end. She retraced her steps and arrived at a junction of passages which all looked the same, and as she stood wondering which way to go she heard someone coming. She turned and fled again, but the enshrouding shadows confused and panicked her for she ran straight into the soldier whose footsteps she’d heard.

			‘Well, well,’ he said, grabbing her wrist. ‘What have we here?’

			‘I… I’m lost,’ Lia gabbled. ‘I don’t know how I got down here and now I can’t find my way out…’

			The big man looked down at her for several long moments. ‘Seems you’re in luck,’ he said, ‘because I can show you the way out.’

			Lia stared at him with wide, fearful eyes. ‘And I’m in luck too, it seems,’ he went on. ‘We’re pulling out tomorrow, and here was me bemoaning the fact I’ve no pretty little thing to poke and to carry my loot. And what do you know, the next moment you come bumping right into my arms. If that’s not lucky I don’t know what is.’

			He kept a tight hold on her wrist as he dragged her out of the dungeons and up to the ward. It was fully dark and she knew it was late, but the place was full of soldiers. All around was bustle and noise, for with the invaders about to leave she supposed there was much to do.

			The sergeant took her straight to the castle blacksmith where he asked for a long chain. One end was padlocked around her waist, while the other was welded to a ring through which the sergeant threaded his belt. Fastened together securely in this fashion, he took her back to the keep where he reported to a man Lia recognised from the council chamber.

			‘I’ll be leaving then, captain,’ the sergeant said. ‘Any last orders for the men?’

			‘Just what we agreed,’ the captain said, glancing at Lia. ‘I see you found yourself a packhorse, Hadwin. You did well; Lord Torkel himself had his eye on this one. Best get moving before he sees her and takes her from you.’

			‘Thanks for the warning, captain,’ the sergeant said, glancing over his shoulder warily. ‘Break my heart to lose her it would, for I intend to work her hard. Ride her hard, too.’

			On that ominous note he took her out. She hoped she might see Kerta or one of the others, so they’d know what had happened to her at least, but there wasn’t an Attlander in sight, only Osburg men. They left the castle and went down into the town, finally stopping at a house just a few streets away from Osric and his lads. If one of the archers were to spot her there might be a fight, though she didn’t see how it would benefit her. No matter which side won she would still be somebody’s prisoner.

			The house was crammed with soldiers. They were camped in every room, and even in the hallways. The sergeant led her upstairs where the story was the same. There must have been fully two hundred men in the place, she thought, and from the manner in which they greeted the sergeant she could tell he was held in high regard.

			‘We leave tomorrow at first light, lads,’ he said, a dozen times at least. ‘Spread the word. The captain will join us on the road. Be ready by first light.’

			There were women too, Attlanders, perhaps a score in total. Spoils of war, like Lia, with tired faces and anxious eyes. The sergeant took her through into a back room where she came face to face with a fair-haired young woman. Their eyes met and they both gawped. It was Tilda; and Lia had never been so glad to see a friendly face before. Tilda opened her mouth but Lia frowned and shook her head. Tilda was no fool, understood instantly and turned away. The sergeant padlocked Lia’s chain to the handle of a heavy chest and left without a word. Lia sat on the floor and watched the men around her checking their gear ready for the journey, then Tilda drifted over and sat beside her. She too had a chain about her waist, which she’d wrapped round and round like a belt.

			‘Lia,’ she whispered, giving her hand a surreptitious squeeze, ‘it’s so good to see you. What happened to you?’

			‘You’d best not use my real name,’ Lia whispered back. ‘They’re looking for me and they mustn’t find me. Call me Uli.’

			Quickly she told Tilda everything that had happened, and by the time she finished Tilda’s mouth was hanging open. ‘She’s safe then, the princess?’ she whispered, looking around to make sure no one was listening.

			‘She was when I saw her last. I just hope Holmann and Dagna don’t make a mess of the rescue and get everybody caught.’

			‘It’s a miracle Dagna’s still there,’ Tilda said. ‘I’d have thought she’d be some soldier’s woman by now, as attractive as she is.’

			Lia explained about Holmann’s arrangement with the officers, then asked Tilda how she had fallen into the enemy’s hands.

			‘Once they’d captured the keep the Osburg soldiers were just grabbing any women who took their fancy,’ Tilda said. ‘They caught me and Clady in a storeroom where we’d hidden when the alarm sounded. We didn’t know where else to go.’

			‘They took Durwin and Jarold,’ Lia said, ‘though no one knows why.’

			‘I do. They were rounding up men for work parties to bury the dead. Hundreds were killed during the attack, they say. At least some of our soldiers must have stayed to fight, though I know a lot ran away. It’s not that they’re cowards, they just lost heart when the king was killed.’

			Lia was relieved to hear that Durwin was destined for nothing worse than manual work. She’d been worrying about him ever since Holmann told her he’d been taken, for she knew some men preferred other men to women.

			‘I see Hadwin brought you here,’ Tilda said glumly. ‘I belong to one of his lot, Tormod. They’re as bad as each other, sad to say. Tormod likes to gamble but he’s useless, and when he loses he lends me out in payment for his debts. I’ve been fucked by half the men in the company already.’

			Lia had no illusions as to her own fate, for Hadwin had bragged to his captain that he intended to ‘ride her hard’ as well as ‘work her hard’. She hoped at least that he might keep her solely for his own use, as she had no wish to repeat her experience with Osric’s archers.

			Sergeant Hadwin returned in the early hours, and the first thing he did was push Lia onto her back, drag up her skirts, and fuck her. His men watched eagerly as he grunted and thrust into her, and some even made crude comments of encouragement, but the sergeant ignored the lot of them, his cold eyes on her face the whole while. Lia bore his rough treatment in silence, knowing that nothing she did or said would make any difference.

			When he’d finished he told her to pack his things, showing her what was his. He had a small pile of loot that included silver plates and goblets, and a gold cross she feared must have been looted from a church, and Lia wondered that he didn’t fear for his soul, stealing such a thing. There was jewellery too; bead necklaces and bracelets, a few rings, and a silver brooch shaped like a swan, presumably taken from some rich merchant’s wife.

			She piled everything on a blanket and tied the corners together, then tried to lift it, for Hadwin told her she would be carrying it on the journey. It was heavy and she struggled to raise it above knee height. With Tilda’s help she finally managed to get it up on her shoulder, but found it almost impossible to manage. She set it down with a clatter wondering how she was going to cope, and Hadwin rounded on her.

			‘Careful with that stuff, slut!’ he snarled. ‘Dent one of them goblets and I’ll put a dent in you, see if I don’t!’

			Tilda had a similar burden to carry for Tormod, and after they’d snatched a few hours’ sleep they were woken at first light and told to make ready to leave. They helped each other get their bundles of loot out to the courtyard, where they found soldiers preparing to depart, loading packhorses, mules and carts with personal gear and supplies for the journey. The two human packhorses were loaded up in turn, and their chains fastened to the back of a two-wheeled cart pulled by a sturdy pony. Then the last thing Hadwin and Tormod did was cut away their smocks at the back from the waist down, exposing their buttocks and the backs of their legs.

			‘All the better for whipping, eh Tormod?’ Hadwin said.

			‘Aye,’ the soldier agreed. ‘They’ll need plenty of encouragement I reckon, as the leagues roll by.’

			With no more ado the company set off, joining a long column of foot troops leaving the town. Lia stumbled along behind the cart with her burden growing heavier and more uncomfortable by the minute. The objects in the blanket dug into her shoulder, and before they had even passed through the town gate she was gasping, but their two owners were as good as their word, whipping the girl’s buttocks and legs with knotted rope to urge them on.

			‘Don’t you dare drop ’em, either of you,’ Hadwin warned, ‘or you’ll both catch it!’

			They followed the old pilgrims’ route, north towards the hills, which meant they would pass through Lia’s village. The pace of the column was slow and it took a good few hours to reach Three Elms, with Lia fearful every step of the way what they’d find when they got there. Her heart was in her mouth as they entered the village, but to her relief she saw that the huts hadn’t been burned down and there were no corpses in the street. There was no one around at all, living or dead, and the place had an abandoned air. Hut doors stood open, and from the few items scattered about she guessed the looters had been, but the inhabitants were gone.

			As they left the village Lia risked a glance back over her shoulder. She was leaving her family and everything she had known, and grief threatened to choke her. This last look might have cost her dear, for she stumbled on a tussock and almost fell. She regained her balance just in time, though the near call earned her a flurry of lashes from both men’s ropes.

			At noon a halt was called and they could finally set down their loads and sink to the ground, exhausted. The captain Hadwin had talked to back at the castle came riding along on his horse and hailed his men, who lay sprawled on the grass eating and taking their ease. Once they’d eaten the horses and mules were fed and watered, but all Lia and Tilda received were leftovers, stale crusts of bread and gristle, which they nevertheless devoured hungrily. But they were given no water, and when Tilda asked for some she was cuffed around the head for insolence.

			‘You want a drink?’ Tormod sneered, unfastening his hose and exposing his cock and wagging it at her. ‘Here then, come suck for it.’

			Tilda hung her head and the men roared with laughter. Then the break was over and the two girls climbed wearily to their feet and shouldered their burdens once more. The cart lurched forward, and the dreadful journey continued.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			When finally they stopped for the night, Lia and Tilda were weary beyond words. Their arms and shoulders were aching so badly their loads had to be lifted from them, at which point they collapsed on the ground. Scraps of food were again tossed in their direction, but they were so tired they had little appetite. They were also given water, mercifully, which they gulped down greedily, but even as the water skins were being pulled from lips eager for more, the men’s cocks took their place. So for a while Lia sucked Hadwin and Tilda sucked Tormod, then the two men ejaculated and as Lia swallowed the warm, sour fluid she feared this was to be her future; long days of pain and toil followed by nights of abuse. She would have prayed to Saint Ivar for deliverance, but she knew he had abandoned Attland and all its people. How else could they have ended up in such dire straits?

			They were left chained to the cart all night, and were obliged to relieve their bladders by squatting there in the dirt with the men in the company watching them and jeering. From time to time someone would approach Hadwin or Tormod and a coin would change hands. Then the man would move to the cart, and Lia or Tilda would be obliged to suck his cock, or lie on her back while he fucked her. All night long there was a steady stream of unwelcome attention, so they got precious little sleep.

			At dawn the camp roused and beasts of burden, both the four-legged variety and the two, were made ready for the journey. Weary from their tribulations of the previous day and from lack of sleep, Lia and Tilda were in difficulties from the outset. They staggered along trying desperately to keep up with the cart, for whenever they fell behind they were hauled forward by the chains around their waists, causing their loads to lurch in a hazardous fashion. Lia knew it was only a matter of time until one of them dropped their bundles, and halfway through the morning her fears were realised when she tripped and went sprawling. She was dragged for many yards before the cart was halted, and even as she lay in the dirt Hadwin lashed her viciously.

			‘You clumsy mare!’ he snarled, his face twisted in fury. ‘I’ll teach you!’ He rained blow after blow on her defenceless body, and all Lia could do was curl into a ball and cover her face with her arms. After a while he stopped and went to inspect his ill-gotten loot, while Lia dragged herself painfully to her feet.

			‘Damaged, as I feared,’ he pronounced, glowering at Lia menacingly. ‘You’ll pay for this tonight! I’ll think up something special for you, mark my words.’

			Tilda was similarly threatened by Tormod when, later that same day, she also staggered and lost control of her burden, and it was with heavy hearts that the two continued their arduous journey.

			They camped that night near a marsh, and it was the terrain that gave Hadwin and Tormod the idea for a suitably fiendish punishment for their two packhorses. Lia and Tilda were taken to the edge of the marsh and stripped naked, then made to sit with their backs to a stunted willow tree. Their chains were passed around the trunk and padlocked together, and their wrists bound with rope and tied above their heads. Within moments Lia understood the nature of their punishment, for the swamp attracted clouds of mosquitoes which started to land on their exposed flesh, and to bite. Wriggle and squirm as they might they couldn’t deter the midges, and the two girls were soon shrieking pitifully as the voracious insects tormented them cruelly.

			The men walked away laughing at their slaves’ predicament, and so began the most uncomfortable night Lia had ever known. By morning every inch of her flesh itched abominably, and with hands tied above her head even the measure of relief she might have achieved by scratching was denied her.

			Their owners untied them and dragged them back to the camp where they were fastened to the cart, naked still, for their smocks had been left back at the willow tree, and loaded up with the hated bundles once more. Shortly before they set off another woman was tied to the cart, though it was a rope around her waist and not a chain. She bore a load too, packed onto a wooden frame of the sort travellers sometimes employed, with stout straps that went over the shoulder, leaving her arms free. The man who brought her shook hands with Hadwin and Tormod and the three exchanged hearty greetings, so it was clear they were old friends.

			‘How’s the gonads, Quinn?’ Hadwin enquired. ‘Bleeding like a stuck pig you were the last time we saw you, and screaming fit to wake the dead.’

			‘As well I might,’ the newcomer said, rubbing his groin. ‘Any man would scream who thought his nuts were cut off. But it were just a nick in my ball bag, though it bled enough to fill a pail, nigh on. The surgeon stitched it and it’s fine, if a mite sore still.’

			‘It takes more than an Attland arrow to finish off one of Zelig’s lads,’ Tormod said. ‘And we caught the man who shot it, you’ll be pleased to hear. Cut off his balls in payment for yours, as we thought yours were gone for good. I saved ’em for a while, meaning to give ’em to you, but they started to stink so I threw ’em to the dogs.’

			Quinn laughed and clapped him on the back, and the three walked away in high spirits.

			‘We should cross the border some time today,’ the woman said. ‘That’s why they’re in a good mood. They’ll have a feast to celebrate, I expect, once we reach Osburg. They’ll break open a few casks of Attland ale and slaughter a few Attland cattle. Likely they’ll mount a few Attland women too, if there’s any left who haven’t already been mounted.’

			The call to march came from the front of the column and was passed back down the line. Men and beasts began to move, and Lia forced her stiff legs into action once more. The new woman settled the pack on her shoulders and stepped out briskly. ‘Aye,’ she added sombrely, ‘a wild old time they’ll have tonight, count on it.’

			‘You don’t sound too happy about it,’ Tilda said. ‘Are you worrying you’ll be one of those who gets mounted?’

			‘Me?’ the woman said in surprise. ‘Lord, I wish that’s all it was. No, it’s just that I know my man’ll want to play forfeits, like always.’

			‘Your man? That soldier, you mean?’

			‘Aye, that one; Quinn. Nigh on a year he’s owned me, for my sins.’

			‘You’re not from the town then, like us?’ Tilda said, looking confused. ‘Not from Attland?’

			The woman shook her head. ‘Not Attland, nor Osburg either. I’m Gant born and raised, though I haven’t set eyes on the place since I got took. Odetta’s the name, by the way.’

			Odetta told them her story. She’d been taken in a raid some eleven months before and ended up slave to Quinn, who she always referred to as ‘my man’, though they were most decidedly master and slave and not husband and wife. Though she didn’t say as much, Lia guessed Quinn treated her badly.

			‘Once he realised I was good at forfeits he took me on every campaign. Makes a fortune out of me, he does. Not that I ever see a penny, for he’s a tight-fisted bastard, my man.’

			‘What’s forfeits?’ Tilda asked.

			‘Forfeits?’ she said. ‘Why, it’s a game: a gambling game. Mad keen on it they are, this lot. If your men have got loot you’ll end up playing it too, most likely. And you reckon you’ve never even heard of it? You’re in for a nasty shock then, that’s all I can say. Not a nice game at all, isn’t forfeits.’

			Lia and Tilda looked at each other, and it was clear they were having the same thoughts: should they ask Odetta about it, or would it be better to remain ignorant and hope they’d be spared? At precisely the same instant they both nodded glumly.

			‘Tell us how you play it, Odetta,’ Lia said. ‘I think we should know what’s in store for us.’

			‘Aye,’ Odetta said, ‘I reckon so too. You’ll do better if you know what it’s about, so there’s less chance you’ll earn yourselves a beating. They hate losing, this lot, and especially they hate to lose badly. So then… where to start?’

			It started, apparently, with a dozen men sitting in a circle, and behind each man a woman awaiting her turn to play. In the middle of the circle was a thirteenth man called the stickman, on account of the stick he carried. The stickman wasn’t a contestant as such, but rather judge and jury. A shallow wooden tray called the board was passed around the circle from man to man, and on the tray were twelve bone dice bearing symbols rather than the usual spots. Odetta claimed she didn’t know what the symbols meant precisely, nor how they were interpreted, even though she’d played the game two dozen times or more. It was complicated, she said, and the meanings seemed to alter at different stages in the game. The men understood it, and the stickman was there to adjudicate if there was a dispute, as sometimes happened.

			‘Depending on what your man rolls, you might have to pay a forfeit or you might not. Generally you do, though. The forfeits themselves vary from really easy to nigh on impossible. It might be something as simple as sucking just one man’s cock and swallowing his spunk, or you might have to service all twelve. The forfeits don’t all involve the men, mind. There’s a couple where you have to fuck yourself on a pole they plant in the ground in the middle of the circle, either up the cunt or up the arse. Whatever the forfeit is the stickman decides if you’ve passed or failed, but either way the board moves on. If you fail three you’re out of the game and your man loses his stake. When there’s just one woman left her man wins the whole pot.’

			‘Just how bad does it get?’ Tilda asked. ‘What’s the worst forfeit of all, would you say?’

			Odetta considered the question. ‘The stake up the arse is pretty bad.’ She nodded to herself as she pondered the punishment. ‘That’s bad, and so’s the stone. They heat up a big stone in the fire beforehand and you have to sit on it for a count of ten. If you jump up before the stickman taps you with his stick, you lose. I’m good at the stone, if I do say so myself. It’s not that I’m braver, or my bum’s tougher than anyone else’s, it’s just that I know what’s going to happen so it doesn’t come as a shock. There’s many a female will sit on the stone and jump straight back up again with a shriek, as she’s not prepared for just how hot it is. I know, so I’ve got a better chance of seeing it through.’

			They came to a short steep hill, and Odetta stopped talking while they struggled up. Ahead Lia could see the line of hills that marked the border between Attland and Osburg. Considering how hard the journey had been on relatively flat ground, she didn’t see how they could possibly manage the obstacle before them.

			‘Some of it’s pure luck in how the dice fall,’ Odetta continued once they reached the crest of the hill, ‘and some of it’s skill or toughness, whatever you want to call it, on the victim’s part. Steady there; are you all right?’ She grabbed Lia’s pack, which was slipping from her shoulder, and heaved it back into position. ‘Okay now?’

			‘Thanks,’ Lia gasped. ‘We can’t afford another night like last night, can we Tilda?’ Odetta asked what she meant, and they told her about the punishment they’d received for dropping their burdens and denting the silverware.

			‘That can’t be why they punished you,’ she said. ‘They’ll melt the whole lot down soon as we get home; they always do. Bullion is what they want, gold and silver to mint into new coin, not plates and cups and suchlike.’

			Lia and Tilda looked at each other in disbelief. Could it be true? Was this apparent concern for the loot merely a trick, a game the men were playing to give them an excuse to punish the pair of them? Whatever the truth of it, Odetta’s quick reactions saved each of them more than once that day, and as the light faded they finally reached the top of the ridge and began to descend. Lia shivered, for her homeland was behind her and ahead lay foreign lands and a frightening, uncertain future.

			Chapter Twenty

			Odetta had predicted a feast, and it was clear the men were expecting some such celebration, but the captain had bad news for them.

			‘Baran of Attland and Roland of Darkheim are trailing us with three thousand men at their backs, so our scouts tell us,’ he said, ‘and they’re coming on fast. No doubt they were hoping to catch us before we crossed the border, though they failed in that. We’re to rest here for three hours till moonrise and then press on, for Lord Torkel wants to put distance between them and us. Once we reach Stenger Forest we’ll be safe. Even an army of three thousand will think twice about following us into a place where we can set ambushes and pick them off.’

			‘Sounds to me like we’re running, captain,’ Hadwin muttered. ‘I don’t like running, especially from Attland and Darkheim scum.’

			There were growls of assent from the rest of the company, and it was clear these fighting men were in a belligerent mood. The captain grinned wolfishly, regarding them almost with affection. ‘Neither do I, lads,’ he said, ‘but Lord Torkel commands here, and orders are orders. We won’t run far though, never fear. Riders have gone on ahead to summon the reserves, and once they join us we’ll turn and give these interlopers a hard lesson. No one marches into Osburg with banners flying and horns blaring and lives to tell the tale!’

			His voice rose stirringly at the end, and a great roar went up. Lia prayed that Prince Baran wouldn’t plunge recklessly ahead in his thirst for vengeance, no matter how just the cause. Enough good Attland men had died already without sacrificing more.

			The moon rose, and by its light the trek was resumed. To their great relief Lia and Tilda were allowed to put their loads on the cart, and it was just as well, for the pace was double what it had been and even unburdened they were struggling to keep up. Hadwin and Tormod marched just behind, as they had at the start of the journey, and were joined by Quinn, Odetta’s master. All three took great delight in whipping their slaves on, lashing them until they howled, and Lia understood that the men, angry and resentful at having to flee their enemies, were taking it out on the only Attlanders within striking distance. That Odetta was from Gant and not Attland seemed to matter not at all, though she did at least have her smock to protect her somewhat from the knotted rope’s cruel bite, unlike Lia and Tilda who were naked still.

			Some time later they reached the edge of a great forest. It was dark under the trees and the column slowed to a crawl, even after torches were lit to show the way. Despite the lack of progress the men’s spirits were high, for they were safe now and all knew it. They laughed and cursed their unseen pursuers and made extravagant boasts about how many they would kill when the reinforcements arrived and battle was joined.

			As for Lia and the others, they were so worn out by the journey and the constant abuse they wanted nothing more than to crawl under the cart and sleep, and the instant the column halted they did just that, too weary even to wait for any scrap of food that might be tossed their way.

			Lia woke to find herself being dragged out from under the cart by her ankle, and saw by the light of the fire that it was the sergeant. Without a word he rolled her onto her face and fucked her from behind, in her rear passage. It was vile and painful, but at least it was quick. He cursed her as he rammed against her buttocks, climaxing inside her, then withdrew lethargically and stood up. He gave her a kick in the ribs for no reason at all and left her lying in the dirt. She crawled back to Tilda’s side and snuggled close to her friend, seeking warmth as well as comfort, for the night air was chill.

			Later she was awoken a second time by a metallic clatter from the cart above her head, and wondered if some thief was stealing the loot. Though she and Tilda would no doubt be punished if that was indeed the case, she was simply too spent to investigate, so she abandoned herself to fate and went to sleep again.

			In the morning they learned that it was no thief who’d delved into the bundles, rather Hadwin and Tormod. Though there’d been no feast to celebrate their deliverance, and no game of forfeits, gambling had still taken place.

			After breakfast the journey continued at a more leisurely pace, and Lia and Tilda were made to carry the loot once more. To judge by the diminished size of Tilda’s pack and the relative ease with which she lifted it onto her shoulder, Tormod hadn’t been lucky in the games of chance.

			During the noon break the men played dice, and Tormod lost even more of his booty. Hadwin’s luck was better, and Lia’s burden grew heavier as Tilda’s grew lighter. As for Quinn, he won too, so that Lia wasn’t the only one to suffer.

			‘They’ll play forfeits tonight, mark my word,’ Odetta said morosely. ‘They’ve got gambling fever good and proper. I’ve seen them like this before, after a raid, with all that shiny loot driving everyone crazy. They won’t stop till they’ve won a fortune or lost the lot.’

			They camped on a strip of open ground bordering a river, and once the meal was over and the animals tended to, Lia saw the circles start to form. There were a dozen or more scattered throughout the encampment, and Hadwin, Tormod and Quinn joined the nearest circle with their slaves in tow. When every position had been filled a man, the stickman, Lia presumed, stepped into the circle, and she saw it was Captain Zelig.

			‘Why are you here?’ he asked loudly.

			‘To play,’ came the reply from multiple throats.

			‘Then play,’ he said, and with no more ado handed the board Odetta had spoken of to the nearest man, who scooped up the bone dice, blew on his hand for luck, and let them fall. Spectators had gathered in considerable numbers, and those nearest now crowded around the man to see the result.

			‘Four cocks,’ Zelig announced after studying the dice. He went back to the middle of the circle and pointed his stick at the player next to the one who’d thrown.

			‘Declined,’ the man said, shaking his head.

			The next three players each said the same thing, and the stickman turned to the spectators. Most of them promptly cupped their groin with their right hand, and Zelig pointed to four men who came into the circle, formed a line, and took out their cocks. The first player gave his slave a shove, and she staggered forward looking scared to death. Zelig told her she must suck the cocks of all four men and swallow their seed. If she spilt any in the process she would fail the forfeit and lose a life. So miserably she knelt down in front of the first man and began to suck him. Some of the spectators were talking in an animated fashion and slapping each other’s hands, and Lia realised that side bets were being placed on whether or not she would succeed. As the man she was sucking approached his climax Zelig reminded the woman to swallow, which she duly did, at which point the second man offered her his cock. She sucked the four, and when she’d swallowed the last one’s semen Zelig tapped her on the shoulder with his stick, whereupon she rose and went back to her place.

			The board now passed to the next player, who rolled the dice. Spectators again peered over his shoulder, and an excited buzz went up.

			‘No forfeit,’ Zelig cried. ‘No forfeit here.’ The next man wasn’t so lucky, however, as Zelig’s announcement made clear. ‘The stone!’

			Lia remembered what Odetta had said about the stone, and watched in trepidation as the stickman went to an upturned wicker basket and lifted it up. Straw fell out, and he pushed it aside with his foot to reveal a large round stone, grey in colour. The player’s slave approached, looking even more frightened than the first, and Zelig told her she must sit on it for a count of ten and not rise until he tapped her with the stick. At his command she rolled her skirts up to her waist and squatted over the stone.

			‘Sit,’ he instructed. She did so, and promptly let out an anguished cry. Zelig started to count but got no further than two before the woman stood up again. The crowd yelled, some in triumph and some in dismay, with the woman’s master yelling loudest of all as he promised her a whipping. Dejectedly she went back to her place, and Zelig covered the stone with straw and placed the basket over the top to conserve the heat. The board moved on to the next player, Quinn, and Lia saw Odetta watching anxiously as her man rolled the dice.

			‘Two thistles,’ Zelig said.

			The next two players rose to their feet and came forward, as did Odetta. She began to take off her clothes, her face set, and whilst undressing the two men each picked up a long thistle from a pile of cut stalks. Odetta, naked now, raised her left leg and held it out to the side, and with her arms stretched out too she balanced somewhat precariously on one foot.

			‘Begin,’ Zelig commanded.

			The two men began to whip Odetta with the thistle stalks, one concentrating exclusively on her sex while the second moved around her, targeting her breasts, ribs, belly, buttocks and thighs. Zelig, who was again counting aloud, hadn’t explained the forfeit, but Lia deduced that the men were trying to make her lose her balance while she was desperately trying to keep it. Odetta did indeed come perilously close to putting her left foot down, and it was only by flailing frantically with her arms that she managed to stay upright.

			‘Nine… ten!’ Zelig announced. He tapped Odetta on the back with his stick, and she toppled over with a cry of relief and sprawled on the ground, where she lay panting. The men dropped the thistles and resumed their places, and Odetta rose and went back to Quinn, who grinned and slapped her playfully on the rump.

			Then the game continued until it was Hadwin’s turn, Lia’s heart thumping as she watched him roll the dice, and she peered anxiously over his shoulder as the pieces came to rest, though the symbols meant even less to her than they did to Odetta.

			‘Cunt stretch.’

			That sounded dreadful, and when Lia tried to move her legs refused to work. One of the spectators pushed her in the back so that she stumbled forward, and Zelig took her arm and led her to the centre of the circle where a post stuck up from the ground. It was a living sapling, Lia saw, the size of her forearm in diameter and chopped off at knee height. The tip had been shaped into a smooth cone, and smeared thickly with lard. Zelig told her what was required, and she squatted over the stump and lowered herself until the tip entered her vagina. She pushed down on the cone, feeling it expanding inside her, and came to a halt with her sex stretched.

			‘Lower,’ Zelig said. ‘Much lower.’

			She tried, squatting lower, but it was impossible. The pain was intense, and she whined through clenched teeth as she tried in vain to sink further onto the thing. ‘I… can’t!’ she gasped. ‘Can’t… do it!’

			‘Fail,’ Zelig adjudged. ‘Go back to your place.’

			She straightened, groaning with relief as the thing slid out of her, and went back to Hadwin. He said nothing, but his look told her she would be punished later, and punished severely.

			Next to go was Tilda, and she was fortunate in that she had to suck two cocks only. The game continued in this same fashion, with the board going round and around and one female after another stepping forward to face the challenge set her. The stone proved impossible to endure, with all who sat on it rebelling immediately. The stump was almost as difficult, with both the cunt stretch that defeated Lia and the arse stretch proving the downfall of many. Sucking cocks was the easiest forfeit, though a plump young woman who had ten to suck failed after the eighth, and an older woman who had nine managed them all then promptly retched and voided the lot a split second before the stickman touched her to signal a success.

			Lives were lost steadily, and one by one the women started to drop out. Following her initial failure Lia’s performance improved, and she survived a four-man thistle-whipping, much to her astonishment for she was certain she’d fail, then successfully sucked three cocks, then six. Her good fortune continued with a ‘no forfeit’ throw by Hadwin, but after that luck seemed to abandon her, for on his next turn he threw the ‘stone’. Lia knew it would be bad for no one had yet succeeded, but she wasn’t prepared for the sheer heat that scorched her buttocks when she sat on the thing. She lasted for a count of four but the pain was simply too great, and to the obvious disappointment of the crowd she jumped up with a cry.

			On the next turn Hadwin rolled ‘arse stretch’, and the moment Zelig announced it Lia knew she was out of the game. She gave it her all nevertheless, squatting on the sapling determinedly, but once again it got the better of her.

			Tilda had dropped out in the previous round, and they stood with their masters, no more than spectators now, and watched the concluding rounds. The eventual winner was Quinn, for Odetta failed only one forfeit and that was the stone. Lia and Tilda were then taken back to the cart while Quinn took Odetta off in search of another game of forfeits.

			‘They need some hard training, these two,’ Hadwin said to Tormod as they fastened the chains around their slaves’ waists once more.

			‘Aye,’ the other agreed, ‘we’ve been too soft with ’em, but we’ll remedy that tomorrow.’

			On that dire note he went off to find a dice game, saying he thought his luck must surely change for the better, while Hadwin stayed with them and demanded they both give him something by way of an apology for their feeble efforts. He lay propped up against the cartwheel and had the two girls kneel on either side and lick his cock simultaneously. Lia’s tongue inevitably came into contact with Tilda’s, a sensation she found secretly pleasurable. Tilda seemed to enjoy it too, and what started out as an accident soon became intentional. Hadwin noticed but didn’t complain. Indeed, he seemed fascinated by it, and insisted they kiss properly. Lia loved the sensation of Tilda’s tongue probing inside her mouth, and felt passion stirring in her loins. She ventured to stroke Tilda’s breasts, feeling the nipples harden to her touch.

			‘Lay her down,’ Hadwin growled. ‘Lick her cunt.’ It wasn’t immediately clear who he was talking to, but Lia took the initiative and was soon licking Tilda’s sex lips hungrily, while Tilda moaned deliriously as she lay squirming on the ground. Hadwin watched in silence for some time, then took a more active role, kneeling behind Lia and squeezing his cock into her bottom. Thanks to the stretching she’d received from the stump it didn’t hurt as much as usual, and she was able to concentrate on pleasing Tilda, using all the skills she learned as Elfrida’s bondmaiden. Tilda’s climax was astonishing, judging by how loudly and for how long she gasped. Hadwin came soon after, then disappeared without a word, leaving the two young women to their own devices. They lay curled in each other’s arms, with Tilda murmuring contentedly and promising she would return the favour after she’d had a sleep, for she was just so tired…

			They woke to find Odetta shaking them. She seemed agitated as they sat up and rubbed their eyes. It was late and the camp was quiet, everyone having settled down to sleep.

			‘Quinn told me something,’ Odetta said. ‘It’s about you, Tilda. Tormod’s sold you.’

			‘Sold me?’ Tilda said faintly. ‘Why would he… who’s he sold me to?’

			‘A captain from a cavalry company,’ Odetta said. ‘Tormod kept gambling even after he lost all his loot, and now he’s had to sell you to pay off his debts. This captain’s coming for you first thing in the morning, Quinn said.’

			Tilda and Lia looked at each other, at a loss for words. Lia thought she couldn’t bear to be parted from her good friend, and from the forlorn look on Tilda’s face she was feeling the same. They’d always helped each other and drawn strength from each other, and for them to be separated now was just too cruel.

			But cruel or not the captain arrived at dawn just as Odetta said he would, a big man in plate armour riding a big black horse. Tormod led Tilda forward, and the man frowned.

			‘Cover her,’ he said, taking off his cloak and throwing it none too gently at Tormod, who hastily did as he was told, wrapping the cloak about Tilda’s shoulders and fastening the clasp. ‘Give me your hand, girl,’ the big man said. He reached down and grasped Tilda’s outstretched arm and swung her up behind him.

			‘Nay, captain, you’ll spoil her with soft treatment,’ Tormod protested. ‘You should make her walk and beat her often.’

			‘Aye,’ Hadwin chipped in, ‘and make her carry a load, too.’

			The man stared at them as though they were halfwits. ‘Mules are for carrying loads,’ he said flatly. ‘Pretty girls are for fucking and for keeping a man warm at night.’

			Without a further word the man gruffly spurred his horse and rode away, and Lia’s heart was aching as she watched them go, for somehow she knew she would never see her friend again.

			Chapter Twenty-one

			If Tilda’s fortunes were improved by the fall of the dice, Lia’s were most definitely worsened, for Hadwin insisted on sharing her with Tormod. So she now had two lashing her on with their knotted ropes once the journey resumed, and two to please during the noon break and again when they camped at night. She missed Tilda dreadfully, for Odetta was new and a little strange, though friendly enough for a foreigner.

			That night they took her in turns, then after resting a while they took her together. Not far away Quinn was fucking Odetta, and elsewhere in the camp Attlander women were being subjected to similar treatment. Lia guessed that most of them would be sold when they reached their destination, for surely these soldiers had women waiting at home, and would have little need of a slave. She had mixed feelings about being sold, for though she would certainly be glad to see the back of her persecutors, there was no guarantee her new owner would be any less cruel. If the fates were unkind, he might even be worse!

			The future was still foremost in her mind the next day as she trudged along behind the cart. They’d left the forest and were now in open country that reminded her painfully of home, with its gently rolling hills and tilled earth. She was left in peace for much of the morning, for Hadwin and Tormod stayed at the head of the company chatting to Zelig, though the sergeant did return just as they reached the outskirts of a village and gave her a spiteful, and completely unwarranted slap around the head.

			‘Stop that!’ someone cried. ‘You there… stop that instantly!’ A short, tubby man wearing a brown priest’s robe came running out of the village chapel, his face furious. He snatched at the pony’s halter and the cart lurched to a halt. ‘How dare you treat this young woman in this fashion, and her one of God’s creatures? How dare you?’

			Hadwin’s eyes narrowed dangerously. ‘Best mind you own business, father,’ he said. ‘She’s a slave taken lawfully in raid, and she’s mine to do with as I please.’

			Others drew close and there were ominous mutterings. Tormod approached fingering his dagger and Lia held her breath, afraid for the little preacher. But it was soon clear he wasn’t in the least intimidated, for he flew into a violent rage, demanding her release and threatening to excommunicate the lot of them if they didn’t comply instantly.

			‘You shall burn!’ he screamed, gesticulating wildly, his face red as a beetroot. ‘You shall roast in Satan’s fires for all eternity! Lord God, I pray thee give these sinners a sign! Show them the torment that awaits them in hell! Show them, Lord!’

			All eyes turned heavenward, and though there was no sign that Lia could see, a miracle was achieved nonetheless. To her astonishment the men backed away rapidly, casting anxious looks at one another. Hadwin, no less cowed than the rest, fumbled the key from his pouch and hastily unlocked her chain. The priest stepped forward and seized her wrist, then dragged her back to the chapel at a run. Once inside he slammed the door shut then dragged her on with barely a pause, up the aisle and out through another door at the rear. Not far away was a small thatched hut, to which he took her, shutting the door and barring it. Only then did he release her and sink into a chair, red-faced still and panting.

			‘Did I fool them, do you think?’ he asked, once he’d got his breath back.

			‘F-fool them, father?’ she said uncertainly.

			‘Indeed,’ he said, with a sly gleam in his eye. ‘The threat of hellfire usually does the trick, though not always. Those men aren’t quite the rogues they pretend to be. There’s marauders I’ve met in my time would have cut my throat and laughed as they did it rather than hand over a juicy little strumpet like you.’

			She didn’t know what to make of the priest – if indeed he was a priest, which she was starting to doubt. He looked like one, but he certainly didn’t talk like any priest she’d ever met. She glanced around the small room, which was simply furnished with bed, table, stool and the chair the priest was sitting on. The whitewashed walls were unadorned apart from a plain wooden crucifix and a rushlight holder by the door. At the back of the room was a curtained alcove.

			‘Are you hungry?’ he asked suddenly, jumping to his feet. ‘I enjoy fighting the good fight, but I’m always ravenous afterwards.’

			He drew back the curtain to reveal a small larder from which he fetched out a platter of cold meat, cheese and bread which he set on the table, then returned for a wineskin and two wooden beakers.

			‘Sit,’ he said, indicating the stool. ‘Eat. I’m Father Ellard, incidentally. What’s your name?’

			Lia told him, and he nodded. They ate in silence. He poured wine for them both, and held up his beaker for a toast.

			‘To your freedom, my dear,’ he said cheerfully. ‘What will you do now?’

			Lia hadn’t even begun to think on such matters. It would take many days to reach her homeland, and there seemed no way she could return to Attland safely. A young woman alone on the road would be prey to every rogue and ruffian she met, especially a foreigner like herself. She would find herself back in chains before she knew it. ‘I don’t… I…’

			Father Ellard smiled sympathetically. ‘Perhaps you’d care to stay here with me for a while, as my housekeeper? I had one before, but she took up with a soldier and went off to war as a camp follower.’

			‘Thank you, father,’ Lia said with relief. ‘I’d like that very much.’

			‘It’s settled then. The first thing we must do is see to your wounds… no, the very first thing we must do is get you bathed. Follow me.’

			He took her around the back of the hut to a lean-to shelter, beneath which was a big tub. Firewood was stacked against the wall, and Father Ellard lit a fire and put on a pot of water to boil. While they were waiting he asked her about her home and family, and she ended up recounting her adventures. As her tale unfolded he tutted and shook his head at the wickedness of men, and when she’d finished he patted her shoulder.

			‘You’re a brave and resourceful young lady,’ he said. ‘I’m happy that I was able to be of service to you.’

			The pot was boiling now, so he mixed hot water and cold in a bucket, and told Lia to climb into the tub. He found her soap and a washcloth, then poured warm water over her in a steady trickle while she washed herself. She hadn’t realised just how many wheals and cuts and scratches and fading mosquito bites she possessed, until the soap sought them out and she gasped at the stings. Father Ellard washed her back and her hair, then helped her from the tub. He patted her with a square of linen to dry her off, then took her into the hut and told her to lie face down on the bed.

			‘Soothing balm,’ he said, producing a small pot of creamy white paste, ‘prepared by an old crone who lives in the forest just a short distance from here. The villagers are forever wanting to burn her as a witch, but I won’t allow it.’

			He gently spread balm on her wounds, from her neck all the way down to her ankles, but most especially on her buttocks and in and around her much-abused anus. She sighed contentedly as the aches and pains ebbed slowly away. He turned her over and treated her front in a similar fashion, spending longer, especially on her breasts. Lia said nothing, however, revelling instead in the luxury of freedom from pain. He took longer still on her sex lips, rubbing the balm in thoroughly with his fingertips, treating her labia, then her clitoris. As he soothed that sensitive nub she began to moan, and though she tried her hardest, she was unable to keep her hips still.

			‘Does this give you pleasure, my child?’ he murmured.

			‘Yes father,’ she whispered guiltily. ‘Is it sinful that it should?’

			‘There are some who say it is a sin, but for myself I cannot see it so, for God made us the way we are, able to experience pleasure as well as pain. The sin, it seems to me, is to challenge the wisdom of His creation and deny ourselves that pleasure.’

			He said nothing more for a while, and soon Lia felt her climax approaching. She spread her legs, and Father Ellard covered and mounted her, as she suspected he would. Within the folds of his gown he was erect, and he craftily penetrated her, thrusting rapidly, almost desperately, and in a very short time he ejaculated into her. She thought that probably he hadn’t had many women in his life – it was even possible she was the first – so she hugged him affectionately, savouring the gentle human contact. But to her dismay and confusion he tore himself away and rolled onto the floor.

			‘Weak,’ he moaned, holding his head in his hands. ‘I am weak! The devil tempts me with soft flesh and I yield.’

			‘Father…?’ Lia said anxiously.

			‘You must be cleansed,’ he wailed. ‘It is not your fault, child, but you must be cleansed, for the good of your body as well as your soul!’

			He hurried to the larder and returned with a stone bottle and a cloth. He poured liquid onto the cloth and swabbed between her legs. A fiery pain engulfed her and she screamed. The acrid smell that filled her nostrils told her it was no more than vinegar, but to abused flesh it burned like acid. She tried to push him away but he was a man possessed with the strength of ten. He shoved the neck of the bottle into her vagina and upended it, and fresh agony swept through her. Finally he desisted and ran out of the hut, wailing that he had to pray for both their souls. Lia remained on the bed, sobbing, her knees drawn up and her hands pressed between her thighs.

			Father Ellard didn’t speak of the incident when he returned from the chapel, nor in the days that followed. He was friendly enough, and Lia soon settled into the new routine, cooking his food and cleaning the hut and the chapel, sweeping the floors and scattering fresh straw, and dusting the pulpit and pews. She ventured no further than the well in the square, for the villagers gave her suspicious looks and whispered behind her back – perhaps because she was a foreigner, or possibly it was her clothing. Father Ellard had given her a smock to wear, though she guessed it had once belonged to a child, for it was very snug about her breasts and hips, and reached barely halfway down her thighs.

			Still, she was tolerably happy, and certainly most thankful to be out of the soldiers’ clutches. She slept on a pile of straw in the lean-to, and one night, a week or so after her arrival, she heard a noise and turned to see a shadow looming over her.

			‘Do not be afraid, my child,’ he murmured as she shrank back in alarm.

			Father Ellard joined her under the blanket and was soon running his hands over her, and his lips also. He sucked her nipples, then moved lower to lick her sex, so expertly that she was obliged to revise her opinion on how many women he had lain with. He brought her to a shuddering climax in this way, and when she’d rested she repaid him in kind, sucking his cock slowly, delaying his orgasm for as long as possible. He eventually erupted in her mouth, she kept him there and drank him dry, and wasn’t altogether surprised when he began to berate himself for his weakness.

			‘Be still, father,’ she said sadly, rising from the straw mattress. ‘Be still. I’ll fetch the vinegar.’

			Chapter Twenty-two

			Two days later Father Ellard received word that Bishop Lothar would be passing through the village on his way south. It threw him into a panic for, as he explained to Lia, the bishop, though a most devout man, was something of a tyrant and an absolute stickler for detail. The chapel was cleaned from top to bottom and all the woodwork polished with beeswax and buffed until it shone. Father Ellard’s robe was washed and the frayed edges stitched, and the hut made spic and span, for the bishop would break his journey in the village and would naturally wish to sleep under a roof.

			Bishop Lothar arrived the very next day on a two-wheeled cart drawn by a mule. The beast was led by the tallest man Lia had ever set eyes upon, with huge hands and feet and a massive frame. He was a monk by the name of Bruno, and he carried a stout oak staff as tall as himself. They were informed that he was the bishop’s clerk, servant and bodyguard all rolled into one.

			‘A man of God, even one of such high renown as myself, has need of a personal guard in these evil times,’ the bishop explained as he stretched his limbs after clambering down from the cart, ‘and who better than a fellow servant of the Lord? The countryside may be full of thieves and cutthroats, but one look at brother Bruno here and that staff of his, and even the fiercest scoundrel will think twice about molesting us.’

			He looked down his thin nose at Lia, and Father Ellard hastily explained her presence and the manner of her arrival in the village. Though somewhat severe and proud in his bearing, the bishop certainly seemed a pious man, for after the introductions he went straight to the chapel where he remained on his knees in silent prayer for quite some time. After that he returned to Ellard’s hut and demanded a meal, which Lia duly cooked and served.

			‘It is a strange coincidence that your housekeeper is newly arrived from Attland,’ he said as he ate, ‘for I travel to that country even now. Though I cannot disclose the details of my mission, suffice it to say I carry important dispatches from no less a person than Archbishop Agramant.

			‘But now to business. The archbishop has tasked me – in addition to my secret mission – to conduct a survey of church finances on my journey. You will therefore disclose all income and expenditure for the past twelve months to brother Bruno, who will write it down. I, in the meantime, will take this young woman into the chapel for confession, for I am certain she must have many sins burdening her conscience.’

			With no more ado he finished his meal, belched and patted his rotund belly, then stood and led Lia out of the hut and across to the chapel. Once inside he reminded her she was in God’s house, and warned her of the terrible consequences of lying, or even failing to tell the whole truth. He then proceeded to question her on her intimate relations with men, and with women also once Lia, in her desire for complete redemption, admitted to it. He insisted she disclose even the smallest detail, saying she could not receive absolution without it, and so Lia, blushing with shame, proceeded to tell him everything she’d done with Durwin, Jarold, Stig, Holmann, Velda, Elfrida, Prince Baran, Karl, Gunther, Willem, Osric, a dozen archers, Hadwin, Tormod, a score or more men-at- arms, and finally Tilda. She made no mention of Father Ellard, thinking that the little priest would surely get into trouble; and in any case it was a long enough list without him. An embarrassingly long list, in fact, and one of which she was far from proud.

			When she was done Bishop Lothar stared long and hard at her. ‘You are keeping something from me, I’m sure of it,’ he said, his eyes boring into hers. ‘Tell me the rest or your soul is damned, you hear me? Damned!’

			Quailing, she told him what Father Ellard had done to her, at which he jumped to his feet scowling furiously. He caught hold of her arm and hauled her back to the little priest’s hut.

			‘Is it true?’ he demanded angrily. ‘Have you lain with this girl?’

			Father Ellard hung his head in shame. ‘I have, my lord bishop.’

			‘And afterwards you washed her private parts in vinegar? Why would you do such a thing, I ask myself?’

			‘I wished to purge my seed from her,’ the little priest said with a sigh, ‘to cleanse her physically, and also spiritually. The pain, you understand—’

			‘Pain?’ the bishop snapped. ‘Pain, you say? Good father, it will take more than vinegar to drive out the devil from a female who’s had more lovers than all the whores of Babylon put together! If you wished to know about pain you should have come to me. Bruno, fetch the clamps!’

			The clamps turned out to be a series of devices made of wood and iron. There were four in total, one of which was considerably larger than the rest. This, Lia soon learned, was the breast clamp, and it consisted of two stout pieces of wood, curved somewhat to fit around the ribs, and joined with iron screws at each end. She was made to strip and sit on a chair, whereupon Bruno fitted her with the clamp, smiling faintly all the while and handling her breasts with a confidence that spoke of much practice. The lower piece of wood went under her breasts and the upper piece on top, then Bishop Lothar tightened the screws using a long key he kept on a chain around his neck. He wound it slowly, watching her face, and as the pressure increased she grimaced and gasped, causing the bishop to nod with satisfaction.

			‘Her beasts are tender,’ he said. ‘See how she feels it already, and the tightening barely started. She’ll suffer greatly before too long, mark my words.’

			He spoke the truth. As he continued to turn the screws – first one then the other, a fraction at a time – the pain increased sharply until it was all she could do to keep her hands behind her back where she’d been ordered to place them.

			‘Please,’ she groaned, ‘no more, I beg you.’

			Bishop Lothar paused long enough to prod the fleshy areas of her breasts that swelled out beyond the clamp. ‘You can stand a great deal more yet,’ he assured her, ‘never fear.’

			He continued to tighten the fiendish device, and Lia began to wail. Her willpower broke and her hands rose to stop him, but Bruno caught her wrists and held her fast in an iron grip.

			‘Normally such rebellion would result in another full turn of the screws by way of punishment,’ the bishop said sternly, ‘but I will forego it this time as this is merely a demonstration for Father Ellard’s benefit. You would be well advised to exercise better control in future, however.’

			His words sent a chill down her spine, for it sounded as if he had long-term plans for her. But how could that be? Surely he couldn’t intend to take her with him?

			‘This, then,’ he said, turning to the little priest, ‘is the breast clamp. I will now remove it in order to demonstrate the two nipple clamps. It is possible to fit all three simultaneously, in theory at least, though it is hardly ideal. As you can see, her breasts are at present distended to a considerable degree, so much so that the nipple clamps have little to bite on.’

			He used the key once more, but this time to release the screws. Lia gasped in relief as the pressure eased, but her respite was to prove woefully brief, for Bruno produced the nipple clamps. They were a pair of identical devices that looked like miniature versions of the breast clamp, but with one important difference: the contact faces of the breast clamp were simply smooth, polished wood, whereas the jaws of the nipple clamps carried rows of small, blunt, iron teeth.

			Bruno pinched her right nipple and pulled it to stretch her breast, then fitted the clamp in such a way that the whole of her aureole was inside the jaws. Using the same key, Bishop Lothar then tightened the device until it gripped her nipple firmly. Bruno then fitted the second clamp to her left nipple, and it in turn was tightened.

			‘I call this the start position,’ Lothar said to Ellard. ‘As yet she is in no pain to speak of, though we will shortly remedy that, and the pain will be more acute than previously. Also, as you saw, the jaws of the nipple clamps are fitted with iron studs to further increase her suffering. Understand, my son, that these particular devices are not to be taken lightly. I’m told that Lord Torkel’s own torturer uses implements identical to these to extract confessions from the most recalcitrant of females. Watch now, as I put her to the trial.’

			He began to tighten the screws, slowly and meticulously, alternating left and right. Bruno stood behind her and held her arms from the start, and Lia knew this was going to be bad. She closed her eyes and felt the pain build inexorably in her nipples, growing ever fiercer. She moaned and writhed in Bruno’s grip, and still the pain grew until it was no longer bearable. She was screaming miserably, trying desperately to twist free of those huge hands, but to no avail. And then the pain fell away and she slumped in the chair, exhausted and weeping.

			‘I took her perhaps halfway that time,’ she heard Lothar say. ‘Much more is possible if one has the time and the inclination. Now I’ll show you the genital clamp. As you can see the principle is much the same, though the form is slightly different. As with the nipple clamps it is fitted with iron studs, though these are somewhat more pointed.’

			Through tears Lia saw that the jaws of this final device curved to form a small circle. Bruno fitted it, and even before Lothar tightened the screws she was gasping as the sharp teeth sank into her flesh. As the bishop turned the key she squealed and her thighs snapped shut, trapping his hand.

			‘It is usually necessary to tie the penitent securely to a ladder or frame of some sort in order to fit this device,’ Lothar said. ‘As there are three of us, however, we should be able to manage. Bruno, let the good father here take her arms while you spread her legs. Yours is the easier task, Father Ellard, though you will need to hold her tightly. The genital clamp has a fearsome bite, and she will fight to be free of it with every ounce of her strength.’

			Ellard nodded and took his place behind her. He looked most unhappy, as he had since her torture started, but Lia knew he would not defy the bishop in this or in any other matter. He grasped her arms just above the elbow and gripped her tightly. Bruno knelt beside her, put his big hands on her knees, and opened her legs.

			‘You should not fight this,’ Lothar said, addressing Lia directly. ‘You should welcome it, for pain will help rid you of the demons that plague your soul. Rejoice in your suffering, my child, for through it you will find salvation.’

			He began to tighten the screws, and once again he was proved right. Lia did indeed struggle with all her might to be free, but to no avail. The men holding her were up to the task and neither her frantic struggles, nor her screams, nor her pleas for mercy diverted them from their duty. And then, at the height of her suffering, Lothar ordered them to release her. They did so, and Lia clawed desperately at the thing between her legs, only to find she couldn’t shift it. Pulling only caused the teeth to bite in deeper, increasing her agony, and she couldn’t undo it without the key Lothar clutched in his hand. So urgently did she long for release she almost snatched at it, though surely that would avail her little with three men to restrain her.

			‘Listen to me,’ Lothar said calmly. ‘Are you listening, my child?’

			She nodded, knowing her only hope lay in the man’s mercy. He was regarding her keenly, as a scholar might observe a rare and peculiar creature that had come to his notice.

			‘It is in my power to make you wear this thing for an hour, or even a whole day,’ he said, ‘do you understand?’

			‘Yes, my lord bishop,’ she whispered, appalled at the thought.

			‘I could make you wear it for a week, or a month, or the rest of your life… though perhaps that would be less than a month, for the pain would rob you of sleep and of appetite, and would even take away your will to live. If you wish to be rid of it you must yield to me, and yield utterly. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

			She nodded, though she wasn’t sure she did. But if yielding meant agreeing with everything he said and obeying his every command, she would do it. Without question, she would do it.

			‘Good,’ he said. ‘Slide forward on the chair and open your legs. Keep them open no matter what occurs.’

			She moved her buttocks forward, and the clamp slid off the chair seat and dangled freely. Lothar took hold of it and waggled it from side to side, causing the teeth to tug at her agonised flesh. She whined through clenched teeth and prayed fervently to Saint Ivar for the strength to bear it. And as before when she prayed with all her heart, the good saint heard and reached down to her, so that she was able to keep her legs open despite the appalling pain.

			‘That is better,’ Lothar said. ‘You’re beginning to learn. Stay like that while I have a word with Father Ellard.’

			He took the priest outside and Lia heard them murmuring together, though she couldn’t make out the words. Bruno moved behind her and reached down to cup her breasts. He squeezed them, but such was the pain between her legs she barely felt it in spite of his great strength. Then the other two came back and Bruno hastily withdrew his hands. Bishop Lothar regarded her for a while, then took out his key and removed the clamp. There was a moment during the process when the pain actually increased, though she didn’t know why, but finally she was free of the terrible device, though not of its lingering effects.

			‘I have agreed with the good priest here that you will accompany me on my journey,’ the bishop said. ‘You should be thankful, my child, for there will be countless opportunities for you to seek redemption along the way. Does the prospect of ultimate salvation please you?’

			‘Yes, my lord bishop,’ she whispered, knowing that was what he wanted to hear, and wishing only to appease him. She was in the hands of a monster, of that she had no doubt; and though he was taking her home, to Attland, she derived precious little comfort from the prospect. The journey so far had been bad enough, but the remainder was likely to prove more dreadful still.

			Chapter Twenty-three

			The bishop was not an early riser, and it was the middle of the morning before they said their goodbyes to Father Ellard, who looked intensely sad to see Lia go, and started out on their journey. Bruno lent Lia his cloak to wear, her tight smock being thoroughly unsuitable for a bishop’s attendant, and though she wore nothing beneath it she felt perfectly at ease. She’d recently spent so much time naked in the company of strangers that wearing a cloak seemed a treat. And an even greater treat awaited her, for when Bruno lifted her onto the cart seat next to Lothar, she realised with astonishment that she wasn’t expected to walk. But her delight was short-lived, for the bishop immediately produced the genital clamp and told her to lift her cloak.

			Lia’s heart sank, yet she dare not disobey. She raised the hem of her cloak and spread her knees, and the bishop fitted the clamp to her sex. He didn’t tighten it anywhere near as much as before, thankfully, and though she was certainly in discomfort, she couldn’t truthfully call it pain… at least, not at the start. But as they moved off she became aware that worse was in store, for the track was rough and full of potholes, so that the cart bumped and jolted constantly, causing the clamp to shake and her discomfort to increase accordingly. She squeezed her thighs together to trap the device, and was relieved to find it helped greatly. Her new master noticed the ploy, however, and it was clear he was having none of it.

			‘Open your legs this instant,’ he ordered her sharply. ‘Have you forgotten that pain is necessary for your salvation?’

			She did as he commanded, for the key around his neck gave him absolute control over her. She could be in agony within seconds if he had a mind to make her suffer, and she knew he was fully capable of that. So she sat with head bowed and knees apart, enduring the mounting discomfort in silence.

			At midday they reached the edge of the forest and Lothar called a halt. Bruno helped his master down from the cart, but Lia was left to her own devices. It was a slow operation, for the pain between her legs had grown steadily as the morning wore on, and now the least movement was misery. She’d hoped the bishop would remove the clamp when they stopped, but he gave no sign of it, sending her instead into the forest to gather firewood, her subsequent progress slow and laborious.

			After returning with the kindling she was handed a bucket and sent off again to fetch water for the mule from a nearby stream. By the time she got back Bruno had a fire going and was mulling wine. They all sat on the grass and ate a simple meal of bread and cheese, with cold mutton in addition for the men, though not for her. It was fortunate that she’d drunk her fill of refreshing cold water at the stream, for neither did they offer her any mulled wine.

			After the meal the men took their ease while she hobbled to the stream once more to wash their beakers and eating knives. She returned to find them ready to depart, with Lothar perched on the seat tapping his foot impatiently. She climbed up beside him as quickly as she was able, and sat with her head bowed and her knees apart. Bruno grasped the mule’s halter and led the beast on, and the three travellers entered gloomy Stenger Forest.

			By the time they stopped that evening Lia was in a miserable state. The pain had increased inexorably throughout the long afternoon, and it was all she could do to climb down from the cart. Bruno went off with bow and arrow hunting fresh meat, leaving Lia to do everything else. She unpacked the cart and erected the bishop’s canvas shelter, after which she gathered wood and lit a fire. Finally she un-harnessed and hobbled the mule, and fetched water for the beast from a small brook nearby. It was only after all this was done that Lothar finally relented and removed the clamp. The relief was wonderful, though she wasn’t allowed to rest for long, for Bruno returned with a rabbit and she was given a knife and told to skin and gut it, and then to cook it.

			Her mouth watered at the smell of roasting meat, but when it was done the men shared it between them, giving her what remained of the bread and cheese; mostly stale crust and rind.

			Having eaten, as Lia was washing the platters and utensils in the brook she heard a twig snap in the undergrowth, and looked up to see a man watching her. He was dressed as a soldier but his clothes were dirty and torn, and his mail shirt was red with rust. So evilly did he leer at her that she dropped the things with a cry and ran back to the camp as fast as her legs would carry her. As she got there more men appeared, closing in on the three travellers from all directions. Bruno hefted his quarterstaff and ordered them to stand clear, but the men carried swords and spears and outnumbered him ten to one, so it was plain to see he was outmatched.

			‘We’ve got a fighter here, lads,’ one of the men jeered. ‘Big bastard, too. Whoever kills him’s first in line to fuck the girl.’

			‘You will not harm a hair of his head,’ the bishop declared haughtily. ‘You will not touch any of us, or your souls will burn in hell throughout all eternity. I am Bishop Lothar, on a sacred mission—’

			He never got to finish, for the man who had spoken lunged forward and punched him viciously in his overweight belly. Lothar’s breath rushed from his lungs and he fell to his knees clutching his midriff. Bruno let out a great roar and swung the quarterstaff, but the man leapt aside and the fearsome blow whistled harmlessly past his head. Bruno never got the chance to try again, for three men jumped on him and bore him to the ground. His hands and feet were quickly tied, and the bishop was similarly bound.

			‘You want us to tie the girl too, captain?’ one of the men asked.

			The leader, the one who’d struck Lothar down, stared hard at Lia, then shook his head. ‘She won’t run. She knows we’d track her down and roast her over a slow fire, don’t you, girl?’

			Lia nodded instantly, for she didn’t doubt the threat for a moment.

			Lothar and Bruno were searched and pouches of coins taken from each of them. The key for the clamps was also found and handed to the leader, who snatched it eagerly.

			‘Looks like there’s a chest here somewhere, lads,’ he said. ‘Could be coin, or maybe some valuable holy relic. Search the cart.’

			‘Searching’ meant tossing everything out and scattering it all over the place. No chest was found, however, and some of the men started kicking the two prisoners where they lay and demanding to know where they’d hidden it. Lia turned to the leader and begged him to make them stop; such was her instinctively compassionate nature.

			‘It’s not a chest key,’ she disclosed honestly, picking up the breast clamp and one nipple clamp that lay where they’d been tossed on the ground nearby. ‘It’s for these.’

			‘What are they?’

			‘They’re clamps, for punishing me,’ she said. ‘The big one squeezes my breasts and this small one’s for my nipples. There’s another just like it somewhere, and a fourth one that goes between my legs.’

			He took the clamps from her and studied them, seemingly amused. She thought he might insist on a demonstration, but after a few seconds he lobbed them carelessly into the bushes and the key along with them. He went over to the bishop and kicked his leg.

			‘You, friar, or whatever you are,’ he said. ‘Will someone pay a ransom to get you back?’

			‘Archbishop Agramant,’ Lothar groaned, still suffering the aftermath of the punch in the stomach. ‘He’ll pay you.’

			‘You’d better hope he does, or I’ll slit your gizzards myself,’ the leader said. ‘How do we get in touch with this archbishop?’

			‘Send my man here, Bruno. Tell him what you want.’

			‘Send this one? I don’t think so. Likely we’d never see him again; or if we did it wouldn’t be gold he’d bring us but soldiers. Can he write, this man of yours?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Good. He can write a letter.’

			Bruno’s satchel was found and his hands untied. He penned a note that the leader dictated, which was given to one of the outlaws who, mounted on the mule, for it seemed these men hadn’t a horse between them, promptly rode off. It would take him four days to reach the abbey where Lothar said the archbishop was to be found, and four days to get back with the ransom; always assuming Agramant was willing to pay. Either way, they were in for a long wait.

			‘We should move back to the cave, captain,’ one of the others said. ‘It ain’t safe here, right by the road and all.’

			‘I’m sick of the fucking cave,’ the leader said. ‘Men shouldn’t live in a hole in the ground like fucking animals. Post sentries north and south, and tell ’em to keep a sharp lookout.’

			His eyes were on Lia as he spoke, and it wasn’t hard to guess what was on his mind. Sure enough he came over, took off her cloak, and looked her up and down. ‘Shit,’ he muttered, ‘we’ve got ourselves a treasure here, lads. Pretty as a picture and as fine a pair of tits as I’ve ever set eyes on.’

			The leader had Lia bed down with him that night on a pile of cut bracken beside the fire, with his cloak under them and hers on top, for the night was decidedly chilly. He woke her and fucked her at daybreak.

			After breakfast he led most of the men in a raid on a nearby village, leaving just two on guard. Bishop Lothar kept staring at Lia and jerking his head, and she realised he wanted to say something in private. She supposed he would tell her to get a knife somehow and cut them free, which was what she’d been planning to do ever since the men left, but she never got the chance. Perhaps the guards knew what she was thinking, or maybe they suspected her of wanting to run. Whatever it was, they never took their eyes off her. Even when she went behind a bush to relieve herself one went with her, and she knew they were far too wary and mistrustful for any escape attempt to succeed.

			When the others returned they were in a bad mood, for apparently there were soldiers patrolling the countryside and they couldn’t get near the village. So they took their anger out on the bishop and Bruno, who were kicked and threatened with the direst of consequences if the ransom wasn’t forthcoming. Nor did Lia escape their wrath, for the leader made her kneel and suck his cock, after which his men fucked her one after the other, some using her mouth, some her cunt, and some her arse. Though she offered no resistance they slapped her buttocks anyway, calling her a slut and worse. When the last had finished she crawled under the cart and lay there groaning, too spent even to drag herself off to the brook to bathe.

			She slept with the leader again that night, though mercifully he didn’t touch her. Then next morning, just as the rabble were stirring, a man came running into the camp. He was one of the sentries and he brought dire news: a band of mounted troops was nearby and heading their way. The leader glared at Lothar and Bruno and warned them that if they made so much as a peep their throats would be cut. He then drew his sword and led his men cautiously forward.

			Everyone’s attention was on the approaching danger, and Lia found herself utterly ignored for the moment. She was standing next to the fire, and without thinking she picked up the pile of bracken that was their mattress and dumped it on the flames. Within seconds dense white smoke was billowing skyward, but as every man’s back was to the fire they thankfully didn’t see it. Lia crept away and hid behind the cart, already regretting her impetuous act, for they were bound to know who had done it. She heard a distant shout and then the sound of hoof beats.

			Someone turned at last and saw the smoke, bellowing out a warning, but it was too late. A score or more horsemen with levelled spears came galloping through the trees and into the camp, and a fierce fight ensued. But foot soldiers are no match for mounted men and after half the outlaws had been killed or wounded the rest threw down their weapons. They were herded together and made captive, their hands bound behind their backs and ropes put around their necks.

			The sergeant in charge ordered Lothar and Bruno be set free, and listened to their story. The money stolen from them was returned, but when Lothar asked the sergeant to lend them a horse to pull the cart the man shook his head firmly.

			‘There’s a war coming,’ he said, ‘and Lord Torkel has need of every fighting man and every beast. You’ll have to use the legs God gave you, my lord bishop.’

			He and his men rode off soon after with their prisoners scampering along behind, leaving the three travellers to their own devices.

			‘Well,’ Lothar sighed, ‘I suppose we’d better make a start.’

			They sorted through their scattered belongings and two packs were made up with their most treasured and useful possessions. All four clamps and the key were recovered from the bushes and put into Lia’s pack, after which they set off, southwards once more. Lia was almost content as she walked along at the back, happy to be rid of the outlaws and heading for Attland once more; and though the clamps made her pack heavy – heavier than Bruno’s, even – she certainly preferred carrying the fiendish devices to wearing them.

			Late in the afternoon they reached a village where the priest offered them shelter for the night. Lothar, unaccustomed to walking and sore-footed as a result, enquired after a beast of burden, but was told the soldiers had requisitioned every last animal. The priest did provide them with a hearty meal, however, during the course of which the bishop recounted their misadventures. Naturally he made no mention of Lia’s part in their rescue, but attributed it solely to divine intervention and his own bravery. Indeed, she was heartily condemned for her acts of lewdness with the outlaws, and fitted with the nipple clamps as a punishment. The devices fascinated the priest, declaring eagerly that he must acquire a pair for his own use.

			‘There are two amongst my flock who are a constant vexation to me,’ he said with an exasperated sigh. ‘They are sisters, and as wilful and wicked a pair as you could ever hope to meet.’

			‘Why then,’ Lothar exclaimed, ‘bring them here, good priest! I have clamps to spare, and men of God such as we must never miss an opportunity to do His work. Bring them, I say, without delay!’

			The priest hurried out, returning presently with two sullen young women, one dark, one fair. They were reluctant to disrobe, and it was only after the bishop threatened to have Bruno do it for them that they consented, albeit slowly and resentfully. For sisters they were different to a remarkable degree. The fair-haired girl was plump, with wide hips and heavy breasts, whilst the other was slender and darker skinned, with beautiful dark flashing eyes like a gipsy.

			‘Same mother, different fathers,’ the priest explained.

			‘Ah, I see,’ Lothar said. ‘The breast clamp, Bruno, for this one.’ He indicated the plump girl, and Bruno proceeded to fit the device to her generous bosom. As the bishop tightened the screws she began to moan.

			‘I warned you this would happen, Ilse,’ the priest said, clearly relishing her torment. ‘I said you would suffer for your sins, did I not?’

			Lothar turned the key slowly, his eyes on the girl’s face. Bruno was obliged to hold her arms for she wouldn’t stand still, but squirmed constantly in his grasp, her voice rising to a shriek as the clamp crushed her big breasts. When Lothar stepped back and ordered Bruno to release her she grabbed the thing and tried frantically to force the jaws apart, to no avail, and when she realised the futility of her actions she sank to the floor in the corner of the room, sobbing miserably.

			The bishop turned his attention to her sister, whose name, they learned, was Rilla. She was made to sit on a stool with the priest behind holding her arms and Bruno to one side keeping her knees apart. Lothar fitted the genital clamp and began to tighten it, a faint smile on his face. The girl glared at him defiantly, flinching as the teeth bit ever more fiercely into her labia. Her breasts rose and fell rapidly as Lothar turned the key, yet still she remained determined to make no sound. But he was equally determined to break her spirit, and Lia prayed the girl would see sense and cry out, for this was a game he was bound to win. Then sure enough her mouth opened at last, though not to scream but to censure.

			‘Call yourself a servant of God?’ she said in an anguished whine. ‘Rather a hound of Satan, I say, to treat women so.’

			‘How dare you impugn me?’ the bishop snarled furiously. ‘How dare you? Hold her while I teach her the price of such gross impudence.’ Bruno and the priest grasped her limbs firmly and the bishop tightened the screws even further. Rilla’s face turned white, her eyes closed and at last, inevitably, she began to wail. Then she was released to join her sister in the corner, and a more wretched pair it was hard to imagine. Lia was now the only one of the trio still silent; a fact that didn’t go unnoticed. The bishop drew her close and tightened the nipple clamps, and when finally she sank to the floor alongside the others, she too was sobbing pitifully.

			‘A fine sight, brothers, don’t you agree?’ Lothar said as he regarded his three victims. ‘It is always gratifying to watch young women seeking salvation through pain.’

			‘Indeed, my lord bishop, it is most rewarding,’ the priest said enthusiastically. ‘So much so that I was wondering… can you not remain with us here for a few days? I’m sure Rilla and Ilse would benefit greatly from your wisdom and expertise in such matters.’

			‘Alas,’ the bishop said ruefully, ‘I cannot. I am on an important undertaking for the archbishop, and must not tarry. I shall be most happy to call in on the way back, however, when we will have all the time in the world to put them to the trial, and this one of mine along with them. But now let us sit and enjoy the fruits of our labours. They trill most prettily, do they not?’

			‘As sweet a sound as I’ve ever heard, my lord bishop,’ the priest agreed. ‘And such floods of tears! Enough to fill a pond, you would think.’

			‘Female tears are easily shed,’ Lothar said with a dismissive wave of the hand. ‘For myself, I take little note of them. It is the eyes you must watch, for they do not lie. Pain and suffering can be read there plain as any book.’

			‘I bow to your superior knowledge, my lord,’ the priest said humbly. ‘A cup of wine, perhaps, while you instruct me further?’

			‘An excellent idea,’ Lothar said with a broad smile. ‘Saving souls is thirsty work!’

			Chapter Twenty-four

			They took their leave of the priest the following morning and set out on their journey once more. In no time at all, it seemed, the bishop was complaining of sore feet and hobbling along in a pained fashion. Lia was in pain too, her nipples being sore still, but she bore it stoically and in silence as befitted her station. For she was a serf once more, her days as a lady’s companion in the splendour of the royal apartments being a distant memory.

			They made camp early, in a small clearing by a wooden bridge, under which flowed a stream, and while Lia and Bruno lit a fire and set up the bishop’s shelter, Lothar limped off to find a place where he could bathe his feet, the banks where they were being too steep to get down. When all was ready Bruno turned to Lia with a strange look in his eye. It was the first time they’d been alone together for any length of time, and she felt oddly vulnerable, knowing his great strength.

			‘Kneel down,’ he rumbled.

			‘What for?’ she asked in alarm.

			‘Kneel.’ His huge hands clamped on her shoulders, pressing down, and she sank to her knees, her heart pounding. He lifted his cassock and she gasped as she saw his cock, for it was alarmingly long even though it wasn’t fully erect.

			‘Use your mouth,’ he told her. ‘Do what you did to the outlaw captain.’

			He’d been watching then, when she knelt and sucked the leader’s cock after the failed raid on the village. Probably the image had burned into a brain unprepared for such sights, so that he couldn’t rid himself of it. The desire to have her do it to him must have been growing ever since, awaiting only the opportunity. And now he had it. ‘We mustn’t,’ she whispered fearfully. ‘He’ll catch us.’

			‘Do it.’

			‘But your vows…’

			‘Do it.’

			She realised that if she continued arguing the bishop certainly would catch them, and the wise thing would be to get it over with as quickly as possible. So having made up her mind she grasped his cock and stroked it rapidly, and in no time it stood rigid before her eyes, pulsing like a living creature, about the length and girth of her own forearm. She took the head in her mouth and sucked, it’s size stretching her lips uncomfortably as she rubbed the shaft with both hands. Bruno groaned and pushed forward with his hips, almost choking her in the process as his cock slid deep into her throat.

			‘What’s this?’ a voice screeched incredulously. ‘Lewdness of the worst kind the second my back is turned! God’s curse on you, harlot, for leading this innocent young man astray! And as for you, brother Bruno, I thought you had moral fibre enough to reject her lecherous advances.’

			Bruno backed away and hastily covered himself, his head bowed in shame. Lia remained where she was, not bothering to try to explain that she hadn’t instigated anything, for she knew he wouldn’t believe her. Lothar proceeded to berate the pair of them, after which he announced their punishment: extra prayers for Bruno and a beating for Lia. He wasted no time with the latter, finding a birch tree and cutting numerous slender twigs, which he bound into three separate bundles. Lia was then made to carry them to the stream and soak them for a while, with Lothar keeping a watchful eye on her, and then they returned to their little camp.

			Following the bishop’s instruction Bruno tied together several lengths of rope, which he threw over the branch of a tree. The end of the rope was tied around Lia’s wrists and she was hauled up onto tiptoe. Her cloak was removed, the bishop picked up a birch bundle and began to beat her, and very quickly she was twisting and turning in a futile attempt to escape the sharp pain, shrieking all the while. He struck her indiscriminately as she writhed on the end of the rope, at any suitable target that presented itself: her breasts, her back, her buttocks, her thighs, her belly…

			After a time he discarded the tattered birch bundle and selected a fresh one, her body burning as though it were a fiery brand he was using instead of damp twigs.

			‘Spread your legs,’ he commanded, ‘as wide as you can.’ With a whimper she did so, as he picked up the final birch bundle and resumed the beating, cruelly concentrating on her vulnerable inner thighs, and even her sex.

			At last he stopped and lowered his arm, red in the face and breathing heavily. ‘Let that be a lesson to you, whore,’ he gasped. ‘Cut her down, Bruno, and fetch me the breast clamp. She’ll wear it tonight, tight enough for sleep to be denied her. I don’t doubt she’ll come to rue her misdeeds in the long hours between dusk and dawn.’

			He was as good as his word, tightening the clamp harder than ever before; and he was quite right in his predictions; the pain did keep her awake and the night seemed interminable.

			Lia was exhausted the next day, and her breasts still ached from the clamping. She trudged along behind Lothar with her eyes cast down, and it was only when she heard a stranger’s voice hailing them that she looked up and saw they had reached another village. A bent old man was standing in the street leaning on a stick and watching their approach with anxious eyes, though Lia couldn’t imagine why the sight of three dusty, road-weary travellers should cause disquiet.

			‘What news from the north, good folk?’ the old man called out. ‘Will the armies of Osburg attack, do you think?’

			It was only then that Lia realised they must have crossed the border, and were now in Attland. Her heart lifted a little at the knowledge she was back in her homeland, though her situation was hardly improved. She remained Lothar’s prisoner and slave, for the Church was all-powerful, recognising no overlord but God himself. No one here, not even Prince Baran himself, would challenge a bishop over the ownership of a mere serf.

			‘As to that,’ Lothar told the man, ‘I cannot say, though I’ve heard folk there speak of war, certainly. You had best confess your sins while you have the chance, my son, in case the worst should befall. Is there a priest in the village?’

			‘No, master; we are but thirty souls all told, including the children.’

			‘Thirty, you say? I see but one. Where are the rest?’

			‘They run and hide whenever strangers approach, sir. I would run too if my legs were twenty years younger, for the Osburg soldiers killed six of our men when they passed through here last, and took all our young women away with them.’

			‘No one need hide from us,’ Lothar said dismissively. ‘Do you have any riding beasts here? I am in need of a horse or mule, and am willing to pay in silver coin. Even a donkey would do, if there’s naught else.’

			The old man said that he had a horse and showed them to the stable. It was a sorry looking creature, which was perhaps why the soldiers hadn’t stolen it before, but the bishop bought it anyway when assured there was no other to be had for miles around. He told Bruno to lash his pack behind the saddle, but when Lia started to remove hers also he ordered her brusquely to keep it on.

			‘The beast is old,’ he snapped, ‘and cannot carry everything. Besides, hard toil will help purge lustful thoughts from your mind.’

			The sheer injustice of it, coming as it did after days of harsh treatment and undeserved punishments, pushed her over the edge into open rebellion. If it was indeed true that the horse could carry one pack only then it should be hers, for Bruno was ten times stronger than she was. But she knew it wasn’t true, any more than his desire to ‘purge her of lustful thoughts’. What he really wanted was to break her spirit. He wouldn’t be content until she wept and grovelled at his feet; a thing she was too stubborn to do. It was that same obstinacy that caused her to speak up now, when she knew the sensible thing was to hold her tongue. ‘That’s not fair!’ she cried. ‘Why should I be the one to carry it?’

			The bishop’s face turned white with anger and he raised a fist. She was sure he would strike her, but he merely shook it in her face. ‘Insolence!’ he screeched. ‘What unmitigated gall, to question my orders! And such ingratitude, after everything I’ve done for you! It is clear to me now that I’ve been far too lenient, allowing you to travel in comfort as I have, a mistake I intend to rectify. Bruno, get the nipple clamps from her pack.’

			Lia bit her lip, but it was too late to take it back now, so she forced herself to stand still as the cruel jaws of the clamps bit on her poor nipples, knowing that if she resisted he would only make her suffer the more. When it was done he mounted the horse and they set off once more, pressing on faster with Bruno striding out and the old horse trotting along beside him, so that Lia was forced to trot to keep up. The ropes of the pack cut into her shoulders and the clamps bounced on her breasts, tugging her nipples agonisingly.

			But still she forced herself on, for Lothar was perfectly capable of tying her to the horse and dragging her along if he thought she was slowing them down. Hours passed in this manner, and it was late in the afternoon when she saw, through a veil of pain and exhaustion, a group of huts and a church that were strangely familiar. Then she saw the platform with its two posts and the barrel of ash wands, and realised where they were. It was Three Elms village. She was home.

			‘We’ll stop here for the night,’ Lothar said as he reined in the horse outside the inn and dismounted. ‘See if you can find the landlord.’

			The inn door was shut, so Bruno pounded on it. Lia looked towards her father’s hut, hoping to see him or Helma, but there was not a soul in sight. She guessed everyone was hiding, as they had at the last village. But then as Bruno continued to thump on the inn door, to no avail, she saw Father Adalard come out of the church and walk towards them.

			‘Save your strength, brother,’ he called out, ‘there’s no one inside. Welcome, my lord bishop. Please, will you come to my poor abode and take refreshment?’

			They followed him to his house, where he provided them with bread and soup, and plain water to drink. He apologised for the meagreness of the fare, explaining that they hadn’t recovered from the recent raids. The Osburg soldiers had eaten most of the food, he said, drunk the wine, stolen the livestock, and killed anyone who protested.

			‘They didn’t get our women, fortunately,’ he said. ‘When we heard from those fleeing the town that the soldiers were coming I sent every female and child off to hide in the forest.’

			His words lifted a great weight from Lia’s shoulders, for she’d been worrying about Helma’s fate ever since the invasion. Father Adalard kept glancing at her as he spoke and there was pity in his eyes, and puzzlement, and then finally she saw recognition.

			‘Lia?’ he murmured, almost in disbelief. ‘Can it really be you?’

			‘Hello, father,’ she said.

			‘You know this person?’ Lothar asked him suspiciously.

			‘Indeed I do,’ Adalard said, ‘for she was one of my flock until recently. How are you, my dear? I’ve prayed daily to our Lord to keep you from harm, and now here you are, returned to us once more, safe, if not exactly sound. You look weary beyond—’

			‘You should take no pride in the fact that she was one of yours,’ the bishop snapped, interrupting him. ‘I’ve never met a female with so much wickedness in her as this one.’

			‘Lia?’ Father Adalard said in astonishment. ‘Wicked?’

			‘Indeed,’ Lothar said. ‘She has the soul of Eve, and desires only to lead men astray. I’m taming her though, slowly, with clamp and hard toil and birch. Show the father how you suffer for your sins, girl.’

			Reluctantly Lia opened her cloak, and Father Adalard’s face turned pale as he observed the nipple clamps hanging from her breasts. He stared in horror, then looked at Lothar as though seeing him in a new light.

			‘Aye,’ he said in a quiet, grim voice, ‘all is clear, for you have opened my eyes to her wickedness. Her mother’s blood runs in her veins, and no man is safe from her malice, I see that now.’

			‘Eh?’ Lothar said. ‘What’s that you say?’

			‘Her mother, my lord bishop. She poisoned her first husband. I’d thought this one free of the contagion, but I realise now that I was wrong. It’s fortunate that you didn’t allow her to prepare your food, or even let her near it. Most fortunate indeed. Death from certain toadstools can be agonising, I understand, and far from swift. The victim lingers in unspeakable pain for many days.’

			Now it was Lia’s turn to stare, for she had never heard anyone speak ill of her mother, who died when Lia was just a baby. Indeed, her father had told Helma and Lia often that their mother was a kind, gentle woman who never harmed a soul. But now she knew the terrible truth, for Father Adalard would never lie, not even to save his own life. Her mother had been a murderess!

			‘My food?’ Lothar spluttered. ‘But… she often prepares my food.’

			Adalard winced and sucked in a breath. ‘For myself I wouldn’t dare to risk it,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘but then you’re far more courageous than I, as anyone can see. Are you a light sleeper too, may I ask? If not, I think you should have a care at night, for Lia’s mother blinded her second husband. She jabbed sharpened sticks in his eyes while he slept.’

			He made a violent downward motion with his two clenched fists, and bishop Lothar shot straight up out of his chair, his face white as a sheet. ‘Take her!’ he shrieked. ‘I want naught more to do with her! You take her, and the devil take her soul!’

			‘I’ll take her if you command it, of course,’ Adalard said in consternation, ‘but—’

			‘No buts!’ Lothar cried. ‘She’s yours to deal with as you see fit. I’ll not stay a single night under the same roof as the witch. Bruno, fetch the horse, we’re leaving.’ Bruno hurried out of the room with the bishop close on his heels.

			‘Father Adalard,’ Lia moaned, ‘these clamps on my nipples… I can’t take them off.’

			‘How so, my child?’ the priest asked in dismay.

			‘It requires a key. The bishop keeps it on a chain around his neck.’

			Father Adalard crossed himself and ran out after them, but soon returned, and to Lia’s relief he was holding the key.

			‘Quickly father,’ she gasped, opening the cloak once more.

			‘Nay,’ Adalard said, looking away. ‘I cannot touch you there, my child. I cannot even look without imperilling my soul. You will have to do it.’

			With his eyes averted he held out the key, which Lia took with fumbling fingers and fitted onto the screws in turn, finally able to release herself. With a sigh of relief she dropped the clamps on the floor and covered herself once more. ‘You can turn around now, father,’ she said.

			He did so, his face troubled. ‘Lia, I have some dreadful news,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but your father is dead.’

			‘Dead?’ she murmured, barely able to take it in.

			‘Yes. The soldiers from Osburg killed him. You remember I said I sent all the women and children to hide in the forest? Well, three or four of the men took it in turns to take food to them, your father included. One day the soldiers caught him with a sack of bread and guessed his errand. They tried to make him tell where the women were hiding, but he refused to speak, even when they beat him savagely. They beat him to death, and he defied them to the very end. It was a courageous thing your father did, and you should be proud of him.’

			Lia supposed she should, and despite feeling mostly empty, she thought it was good that her father had done something brave and noble, and would be remembered forever as a hero and a martyr. Few serfs could hope for such distinction.

			‘And Helma, father?’ she asked. ‘What of her?’

			‘Your sister is well, thank the Lord,’ Adalard said with a smile, ‘though naturally sad at your father’s death, and sad too for losing you. Go to her now, Lia, for nothing will heal her heart faster than the sight of your sweet face.’

			‘Thank you, father. Will you come too?’

			He shook his head sadly. ‘I must go straight to the church to pray. Your mother was no criminal, Lia, but a good devout Christian and a kindly soul. I lied to the bishop, and would do so again and more to wrest you from his grasp; but now I must atone for my sin. Come see me later when you are rested and we will talk, for I am eager to hear of your adventures.’

			As Lia ran through the village, her weariness forgotten, she thought she would have to edit her tale considerably if poor Father Adalard wasn’t to faint from shock. But now here was her hut, and her door. She went in and saw Helma by the fire, beautiful as ever, though her eyes were sad. Helma gasped, first startled, then astonished, then overjoyed to see her. They hugged each other, weeping, and Lia knew she was home.

			A few days later, in the evening, as they were resting after a long day in the fields, the door opened. Lia turned, expecting to see Father Adalard or perhaps a neighbour, but at the sight of their visitors her heart sank. It was the three soldiers who used to visit Helma each week for sex; and Lia remembered then that it was Friday. Both girls jumped to their feet, and Helma moved in front of Lia to shield her.

			‘Aye,’ one of the men, a sergeant, said with a grin, ‘we’re back. Did you miss us?’

			‘My cock certainly missed you,’ another said, at which the third man sniggered.

			‘Who’s that hiding behind you?’ the sergeant asked. ‘Not little Lia, surely?’

			She stepped out and faced him, and he moved closer and looked her up and down. ‘Not so little any more, by the saints. Let’s have a proper look at you, sweetheart.’

			As he tugged at her smock Helma tried to push between them. ‘Please,’ she begged, ‘don’t hurt her. Take me—’

			‘Oh we will, never fear. Her too, I’m thinking.’

			Helma wrapped her arms around Lia, her little sister, who would always be a child in her eyes, but Lia extricated herself gently. ‘It’s all right,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m a woman now. There’s nothing to fear.’

			She took off her smock, forcing a smile for her sister’s sake. Helma nodded sadly, her eyes moist, and undressed as well. The men watched them hungrily, their eyes full of lust.

			‘Kneel down,’ the sergeant said when they were naked, which they did, and were promptly offered a cock to suck. Lia received the sergeant’s, and he groaned with pleasure and reached down to maul her breasts as she sucked and licked. ‘That feels fucking good,’ he muttered thickly.

			‘You reckon you’re her first?’ the waiting soldier asked.

			‘No chance of that,’ the sergeant said. ‘She’s done this a good few times, isn’t that right, Lia? Been fucked a good few times too, I’m guessing.’

			‘She’ll be fucked a lot more before the night’s out, arse and cunt both,’ the other soldier grunted coarsely, pushing his cock deep into Helma’s throat.

			This was the way it would be, Lia knew, each Friday night from now on. It wasn’t what she’d hoped for, all the time she was a prisoner longing for her home, but she’d suffered worse and survived. At least she was there to take some of the burden from Helma, who previously had to suffer all three of them on her own. Certainly there was no point resisting the men’s advances, for that would only earn them a beating, after which the men would still have their way with them. They were serfs, after all; and for serfs, as Lia had learned through pain and suffering, nothing ever truly changed.

			‘Swallow it, sweetheart,’ the sergeant said, ‘when it comes.’
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