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      This novella deals with some violent themes, mind control, and dubious consent. If you don’t do well with these topics I recommend closing this book now. Special thanks to Tris Husband for helping me make this story shine. Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Act I: Velvet and Viscosity

          

        

      

    

    
      Balls are always lovely little events where I get to catch up with friends and whatnot, but the preparation is always a drag. From the weeks in advance dieting to the ten hours of my maids cleaning and dressing me, I can't say I'm the empire's biggest fan of it. It must be done however, seeing as I have no intention of disrespecting my family name or shirking my duties and obligations to it. The speed and efficiency my servants have when dressing me is quite satisfactory, so I'm glad to finally be clad in my new gown after a long day of being mildly chilly while in the nude. Seven layers of burgundy silk transitioning to white with each layer, the skirt and sleeves mimicking a rose was a fine choice made by my favorite maids, Cindy and Claire. I know the identities of all who serve me and make it a point to stay refreshed on their preferences and such, but they're among the few whom I call by name. Being spoken directly to with respect is a hard-earned privilege, and she has more than earned it with her tireless servitude and impeccable sense of my fashion. The gloves are colored in a similar manner; a ruby pattern of my family's crest is on the backside of each, and lace trails down my forearm in a similar fashion to how trickling blood might. Numerous red and black gemstones are utilized throughout my entire outfit, but I have little interest in my jewelry since there are other more important things to think of. mother mentioned in a missive two months ago that the cardinal Dukes intend on sending their first born daughters, and that I'm to make nice with them. I've never met them aside from our introductory ceremony when we were but children, and when we were graduating from the academy. I understand it's to maintain diplomatic balance, but it does bother me that we couldn't at least be acquainted prior to this. It escapes me why this is so, but I suppose that with politics being a fool's game and all it isn't that strange that parts of it make no sense logically. I had hoped to be lifelong friends with them, but we aren't our parents as mother has so commonly pointed out to me whenever I try to achieve as she had at my age.

      Everything is in place for me to leave, and yet the sun is too high in the sky for the preparations to have taken the time it typically does. Did mother arrange for something prior to my departure? I suppose I'll just have to see what it is, then.

      "Cindy." I barely lift my finger before she arrives at my side with her head bowed. "Speak."

      "Yes, Your Highness. Her Holiness the Empress spoke of relaying a message to you directly, so I humbly stand before Your Highness to pass on her divine words." Her curly hair slightly covers her face, but I can still see her eyes pointed at my shoes.

      I stretch out my left leg as I sit back down at my vanity, and she immediately falls to her knees to worship it. "I shall see her, then. Per usual, you all understand well what your role is here." I look into the mirror beside me and smile when I see an ethereal beauty staring back. Truly, I am a great blessing to this realm.

      I pull my foot away from Cindy and rise up, mildly annoyed that mother's desires cut into my fun. My heels click as I walk across the marble flooring of my room, and the guards standing outside open the doors for me. Her office is across the inner courtyard, which is both convenient and frustrating. Why she has her adult daughter so close to her grasp is beyond me, but I'm only called upon for important tasks so I suppose it isn't terribly annoying. She isn't the kind of woman that calls upon one for frivolous things, but it does sometimes feel like I'm being surveilled. Eyes of lessers linger on me when they're nearly out of view, and when I take walks in the garden there's always a gardener as close to my private sanctuary as they're allowed without running the risk of being beheaded. Strange, but I suppose it is her estate.

      The inner courtyard is filled with many rare flowers and trees mother recently acquired and preserved with her magic, but I'm far too focused on the fact that she would call on me to get a proper look around. Is there some sort of information I'm to extract out of them? Or perhaps I'm to observe possible adversaries? I do hope that it's some sort of mission, because I haven't been able to put on my armor for nearly a month! It's strange feeling so light, and I've hardly been allowed time to work up a sweat due to all the research on my targets I've needed to personally oversee. It's been a bit of a pain getting their servants to talk, but they always bend to my will when I bare my fangs.

      mother's door is ajar, which means this may be an annoying request. I silently push it open, and am greeted with an assassin's blade. My hand plunges into their chest before a second move can be made, and I grab hold of their heart. It comes out easily enough, and the blood inside it makes for a tasty snack.

      "Surely you didn't call me in here to have a bite, mother?" I lick my lips and take a slight bow before her, kicking the body to the side.

      She chuckles with the warmth of a summer breeze. "Your remarks are ever present. Sit, my daughter. We've much to talk about, as I'm sure you know."

      I take a seat in front of her massive redwood desk I've always wanted. "Is this about who is attending the ball? I was curious about what your thoughts on the matter might be, mother."

      "The Dukes are sending each of their first born daughters as I'm sure you're aware, so I'd like you to dance with each of them. Some would see us fall from power and be trampled upon if the opportunity were to present itself, so gathering yourself some allies may be helpful. I doubt all of them will be amicable, but you're a smart enough girl to know who to cooperate with." She waves a hand for tea, and three maids hiding in the shadows emerge and rush off without a sound. "How has your training been going recently? I heard you slayed several feral dire wolves all on your own recently."

      "I hoped to keep them as pets, but they wouldn't even listen to each other let alone me. Someone must've been toying with magic they aren't accustomed to using, because there was a poorly made beast taming seal on their backs." Tampering with binding seals is almost always a bad idea, so I have no idea why anyone bothers with them without first studying them properly.

      "Some greedy fool dipping into dangerous territory, or some intelligent fool with an agenda? Only time can tell I suppose." She sighs as the tea is brought in, perking up a little when the sandwich trays are set before us.

      "I'll look into it, mother. May I request assistance with bolstering our city's defenses once I've chosen? Something tells me certain neighbors of ours may not have graceful reactions to not having been chosen by the crown." Cranberry blends always make delightful tea, and this one is no exception.

      "Consider it done, my child. You've proven yourself to be true to your word time and time again, so a request as simple as this can easily be met. I assume your prepared to assert your place above the head maid they'll be sending?"

      "Without a doubt, mother. I see no scenario in which any one person could best me, unless that person happens to be you."

      "Good, very good." She finishes her cup of tea and takes a second sandwich while another is poured for her. "They dressed you well, my child."

      "Thank you, mother. I won't disappoint you." I eat a sandwich in two bites and rise from my seat. "I'll be taking my leave now."

      "Worry less about disappointing me and more about what you need to do. Be well, my child." She smiles at me a little then goes back for her third sandwich.

      I have half a mind to take the rest of the sandwich tray with me, but decide against it in favor of eating my fill at the ball. I'm certain my targets will be quick and easy to find, so that should leave me with plenty of time to peruse the tables for delicious morsels. My corset may cause me difficulty if I attempt to eat the amount I would like to at once, but being a tad uncomfortable until I arrive at home is a price I'm willing to pay.

      "It's time, Your Highness." Cindy bows deeply while standing before the doors to my quarters.

      "We have everything ready for Your Highness." Claire curtsies while staring at my arms.

      "Then let's get going." I turn towards the main hall with them in tow
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        * * *

      

      "Her Highness Vanessa Bellarose Valentine has arrived!"

      Every eye in the room is trained on my royal figure as I take my first steps towards my inevitable success, eager to find some aspect of me they can mimic for the next few weeks like it will bring them prosperity. It's truly fascinating to observe the massive shifts in dress based on whatever I happen to be wearing. I focus my gaze beyond those who crowd around me and settle on my first target, who is currently standing by a pillar on the far left of the room with a glass of red wine with a suit of similar colors. I can't quite make out the intricacies of the gold threading yet, but she no doubt is the daughter of the East, Theresa Willow Godfrey. Her glowing red eyes and battle scars that tell tales distinguish her from our peers, and it's something I quite like about her. I hear she personally leads her house's first order of knights Wolfsbane, easily dispatching beasts that threaten our grain fields and the like. The citizens saved are more of a pleasant side effect, as they aren't good for much more than a morale boost when I'm headed to battle. I suppose they do keep the empire well fed and bring life to our lands, so they certainly count for something.

      As I search for my next target, I feel a pair of ice cold eyes on me from across the way by the refreshment tables. I turn to meet them and catch sight of a woman in a bright yellow dress with dozens of black ribbons and white lace trailing down the skirt. Her bouncy brunette curls go just beyond her shoulders, and her crystal clear green eyes nearly dazzle me. I can't imagine how I might have earned her animosity, but it isn't surprising for there to be possible enemies amongst those whom I seek to ally with. I just hope that she's amicable to conversation at the very least. I'm quite bored only having my silly maids and noble women the same age or older than my mother to talk to. Many of them have retired their blades, so it leaves us with either talking of our combat experiences or some nonsensical clothing trend I hardly care about. I'm a woman of action, so chit chat is hardly among my favorite things to do.

      My other targets seem to be out of sight for now, so I'm stuck observing the rest of the nobility mingle while staring at me like some sort of prime business opportunity. These helpless moochers know nothing of effort and hard work when it comes to achieving their goals. All they want to do is find someone they can manipulate into doing work for them so they can continue to live extravagantly. There's nothing wrong with reaping what you've sowed and enjoying all the benefits that comes with it, but these fools have invested nothing but money and believe that there will always be something for them to work with.

      After one too many smiles faker than my admirers' personalities I finally arrive at the side of my first target. She puts down her glass on a table next to her and dips into a bow.

      "Your Highness, it's an honor to be met with your presence. My name is Theresa Willow Godfrey." She bows deeply and meets my eyes with more respect than half of this room could possibly muster.

      "I have heard much of your heroics while defending our home and the people that live in it. Perhaps we can discuss our achievements while dancing should it suit your fancy like it does mine."

      "That sounds delightful, Your Highness. If I may, I would love to have a dance with you. May I take your hand? I think the dance floor is a lovely place to have our discussion." She kneels and lifts her right palm.

      "It would be my pleasure, Theresa." I place my hand in hers and allow her to lead me in the brilliant waltz that's just begun.

      We lock eyes and begin our dance. She stars off with a bold step forward, moving us toward the center of the room with the grace of a river trickling through a grotto and the intensity of a crashing wave. It feels like she's playfully hunting me through a field, always within reach but never going for the kill. I am by no stretch of the definition prey, but this devilishly handsome woman seems to be convinced otherwise and has her sights set on my jugular. Looks like I'll have to latch onto hers and show her where her place truly is.

      "Tell me, what have you been up to since our days in the academy? My royal duties have kept me from being invested in your wonderful work." She spins me around when the violins pick up in tempo.

      "Mostly hunting and teaching my house's knight orders how to kill the beasts that roam our borders, Your Highness. We've been quite busy with keeping them under control, but I believe we will have something approaching a solution to the problem soon."

      "Oh? What might that be?"

      "Striking them where it will really hurt. We've discovered a breeding grounds they use every season to keep their newborns safe, so we intend on destroying that completely in an attempt to draw the majority of them out."

      "It seems like a solid plan to me. Will you need reinforcements? I plan to bolster city defenses as well as border defenses the moment I get some things in order."

      "That would be greatly appreciated, Your Highness! You truly are the future ruler of our empire."

      I chuckle as she twirls me around and dips me gracefully. "I have no intentions of allowing my empire to fall."

      "That's wonderful to hear. It was delightful dancing with Your Highness."

      "You kept things interesting while leading me, and for that I thank you. Perhaps we should arrange for this more often?"

      Your wish is my command, Your Highness" She kisses my hand and leaves me to find another suitable dance partner.

      I catch the eye of my second target, and she seems anything but grateful to see me. Her face is twisted into a frown one might savor for a particularly awful spouse that only gets more intense as I step closer. She will likely reject my offer to join forces in any way, but it can't hurt to at the very least consider her. Dragonewt magic is fairly potent and she is top class in virtually all types of attack spells and even some more defensive and support ones as well. Allies like her don't come easy, so perhaps we can talk things out.

      "I offer my humble greetings to you, Your Highness. I am Olivia Ivy Macabre." She kneels into a curtsy with a blank expression; clearly this one has no desire to be in my presence.

      "I see you still have no interest in me or anything I have to say, Olivia. Are you still holding a grudge? I had hoped my apology was sufficient and sincere enough, but that seems to not be the case."

      She grimaces for a fraction of a moment, then stands tall and smooths her expression over once more. "One cannot simply forget being trampled upon when at her lowest, Your Highness." Vitriol drips off of her words like venom.

      I hold in a chuckle. "Would you care to discuss this while we dance? It would be a shame to miss out on the delightful music." I stick my hand out in offer to lead.

      A slight grin slips into her expression as she takes my hand. "If it would please Your Highness." She looks as though she's plotting to stomp on my feet or something along those lines. Dragonewts are known to be quite powerful physically, but I doubt even she would be able to harm me without causing a scene.

      As I begin leading her in a step pattern that will take us to the center of the room, she attempts to stomp on my right foot. I spin us around while moving my foot just barely out of the way, slowly speeding up my footwork as she continuously attacks without breaking a sweat. We twirl vigorously around our battle field, her the perfect offense and I the perfect defense. Her obsidian scales shine brilliantly under the ballroom light, but I can hardly appreciate her beauty when most of my focus is on avoiding her vicious strikes. We break away for a small moment during a lapse in the climax, and come together once again. She seems to have calmed down a fair bit, so perhaps I can get through to her now.

      "What is it you're after this time? I can assure you that I have nothing you would delight in taking anymore, Your Highness." Olivia nearly hisses the words out.

      I chuckle softly and look deep into her raging eyes. "All I seek is an ally that isn't of my house. I'm no longer a child set on world domination, so why don't we let go of the past and work towards a bright future together?"

      She spins around and falls into my arms as the final few bars are played. "I've grown tired so I'm afraid I must go rest for a moment. Good luck in your search, Your Highness." A kiss is planted on my cheek, and she leaves me by the refreshments to join her friends.

      I suppose eating a little to pass the time is fine. There's no shortage of choices, and even standing near is making my mouth water. A plate of lamb chop with an assortment of greens catches my eye in particular, so I grab myself a plate and use the fork to cut into the delightfully tender meat. It hardly manages to stay together as I pierce and lift the piece towards my mouth, and the flavor is so divine my mind grows fuzzy. The daughter of the South standing before me snaps me out of my daze, and I find that five empty plates are in my hand with a sixth on my mind. Ze towers over me with muscular arms that threaten to tear zer sleeves and a jawline so chiseled I could be convinced ze carves jewels on it. Zer jet black hair and eyes shimmer like polished onyx, and despite being dressed the part more than a large chunk of this room ze still looks a bit rugged. Among all the dwarves I've met, ze's the most handsome by far.

      "I find the lamb to be quite delicious myself, Your Highness. My name is Josephine Aspen Bellarose, and I'm pleased to be in your presence." Ze grabs the plate I'm looking at and sticks zer fork into it after bowing slightly.

      I hand off my plates to a passing servant and settle for a small platter of assorted soft cheeses, crackers, and grapes. "Do you have it often, then?"

      Ze savors the bite ze just took, then washes it down with a glass of cider ze grabbed from a passing servant. "As often as I dare to, Your Highness. It's truly incredible how my chefs managed to give it so much flavor despite being a relatively simple dish, and I've found that I never get tired of having it no matter how many plates I have."

      "I can see why. I saw that you weren't out on the floor earlier. Not much for dancing? I can't say I blame you, especially with how aggressive and personal some get with it." I get some cheese onto a cracker and pop it into my mouth, and my cheeks hurt from smiling over how delightful the flavor is.

      Josephine crunches on the lamb chop bone and goes for another plate. "I'm actually quite the fan of dancing, if you wouldn't believe it. I'm just hungry from all of the dieting to fit into this dress. I say I hate it every time, but in the end I always do it to fit into dresses this tight each season."

      "I know what you mean. It gets quite frustrating when I can't focus as much on crushing enemies, but lately I've begun to think of balls as a bi yearly break from all my hard work. There's something serene about reflecting upon the blood I've shed rather than simply spilling it and moving on."

      Ze clears zer throat and downs another two ciders like it's pub ale. "I couldn't possibly have said it better, Your Highness! Reflecting upon each kill can only make us stronger."

      I grab a cider and try drinking it in a single gulp, which almost made me cough everything up because of the sudden burn. "How do you do this so easily? It feels like the drink is trying to eat me alive!"

      Ze chuckles loudly and downs another. "The trick is to eat it alive first, Your Highness. It can't kill you if you kill it first, right?" Josephine goes in for a nudge, but hesitates.

      I nudge zer lightly and giggle a bit to lighten zer mood. "It's a shame we couldn't have a decent conversation until now. Saddling children with the social burdens of their parents is quite ridiculous if you ask me. We had no power whatsoever back then, so what's the harm?"

      Ze nudges me back and smiles. "I agree wholeheartedly, Your Highness. Children should be able to choose for themselves, but I understand why that hasn't changed yet. I would imagine it's quite difficult to change millennia old traditions with all the fools in the court that refuse to revise some of our ways."

      I pop a grape into my mouth and marvel at its sweetness. "Indeed, my friend. They've been quite troublesome as of late, and I find myself hoping they might be confined to their homes every single summit so we might be spared from their nonsensical points of view."

      Josephine belly laughs and slaps zer knee, completely ignoring the judgemental looks ze's getting from lesser nobles. "Couldn't have put it better myself, Your Highness! I apologize for being so friendly with you, but I can't help but feel like I'm chatting with a fellow soldier. It's a shame we were sent to different survey areas a few months back, else I'd have become best friends with you on the spot!"

      I put my hand up and resist rubbing my aching cheeks. "No need to apologize for making good conversation, my friend. It's unfortunate, but I do have some others I'd like to speak with tonight."

      "Great chatting with you, Your Highness! Wouldn't want to keep you from official business and all that." Ze grabs a plate of quail before heading off to find another ear willing to listen.

      The music picks up pace again, and I've most certainly had my fill. My corset is a bit tight now that I've had a proper meal, but I have one more possible ally to speak with tonight. She catches my eye from across the room and is clad in a gorgeous layered flowing form fitting red silk dress. She locks eyes with me and begins her approach, making it very clear that I'm not the only one hunting for something tonight. She has her tail curled a bit, likely to avoid the issue of some drunk fool stepping on it—and is slithering in such a way that her tan scales glitter like a chandelier. Something about the way she carries herself tells me I shouldn't let my guard down around her, but something about her eyes makes me want to dive headfirst into whatever mess she may or may not leave me in. I squeeze my fists closed to keep myself from following foolish thoughts and focus on what's truly important; winning her over to my side. One failure tonight is already too much, so I cannot let this opportunity slip between my fingers. All I need to do is avoid prolonged eye contact.

      "It's wonderful seeing you, Your Highness. May I, Juliette Lily Bannock, have this dance?" She places her palm before me and pleadingly looks up at me with the most sincere expression I've seen all night.

      I place my hand in hers and rest the other on her shoulder. "Of course." I stare at the bridge of her nose as her eyes scan mine.

      She lightly pulls me towards the center of the dance floor, leading me in such a way that her dress flows like the fins of a fish. She's far more graceful and careful in her moves than any of my previous partners, but there's something about her that makes me more cautious of her than I was of Olivia. That malicious foot stomper was interesting to interact with, but she never made me feel like I was at risk even once. Juliette on the other hand seems like she might pounce at any moment regardless of the difference in our statuses. I feel as though I should be far more cautious of her than I am now, but her gentle smile makes me consider otherwise. What's the harm in one dance?

      "Has Your Highness been enjoying the event? The musicians tonight are especially talented." She rubs a thumb on my arm as she stares deep into my eyes.

      "Indeed. Tonight has been quite the experience thanks to them. How have you been since we last met at the academy?"

      "Delightful, Your Highness! I've been preparing to take over for my mother for quite some time now, and it's nice to feel so prepared despite the time being nowhere near."

      "I agree completely. I've been preparing myself as of late as well, though I must say that it can be difficult to fit into my mother's shoes at times." She's a born ruler, so I have to put so much more effort into it than she likely did to even get close.

      She nods and spins us around a bit. "I've thought that many times myself, Your Highness. If it's worth any consolation, I believe you're more prepared than any of us could possibly be. Your talents with the blade, pen, and spoken word are hardly matched by any noble in this empire, let alone amongst peers similar to you in age. Perhaps you should be less harsh on yourself?

      I chuckle and look her in the eyes for once. "You're very kind, Juliette. It truly is a shame we haven't been able to hold a proper conversation until now, because you're quite entertaining to have a conversation with."

      Her eyes light up a bit. "I was just thinking the same about you, Your Highness! I haven't had such a pleasant conversation in ages.

      "Perhaps you could come to my estate for tea then? I'm very interested in chatting with you more, among other things."

      She raises an eyebrow at me and smirks a bit as the music enters the last few measures. "Oh? What kinds of things, Your Highness? Just say the word and I'd be happy to provide."

      "Why don't we discuss those matters further in my gazebo? I'll send an invite out tonight."

      She twirls me around and raises an arm dramatically as the song comes to an end. "It would be my pleasure, Your Highness!" Juliette winks at me and confidently strides towards the exit, clearly satisfied with herself.

      It would seem that I have made my choice. Now, as for the preparations…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Act II: Lavender Haze

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliette is due in a few hours, and everything is perfectly in place for her arrival. She mentioned a few weeks ago having a love for lavender, so naturally I chose it as a central ingredient for our tea party this afternoon. I'm rather fond of the lavender hibiscus blend myself, and the desserts are certainly worth the stomach ache I tend to get after consuming more of them than I should. My suit for today is various shades of purple with gold etching and a preserved amethyst bordered wolfsbane brooch fastened onto the lapel. Cindy and Claire have outdone themselves once again, so I need to reward them later. There's a bit of time before I need to meet with mother, so I suppose that I could have a closer look at inner courtyard to pass the time.

      Immediately when I walk in I'm met by an array of vibrant colors and delightful scents that bring me peace; blooming willows line the walkway and form a ring at its center, slow moving water clear as glass holds lily pads and an assortment of fish, and poisonous flowers in every spot the walkways aren't in many varieties, some of which I've never laid my eyes upon before. One in particular catches my eye, its purple petals dotted with white resemble a pinwheel, and the stem is a sickening shade of yellow with red hooked thorns. I crouch beside it to get a better look and immediately get dizzy, which means even the pollen likely carries toxins. mother has a habit of collecting dangerous things, as she sees beauty in all things deadly and vicious. I used to find her obsession strange and fascinating, but these days I'm finding it quite reasonable and relatable. There's nothing quite like having something so beautiful bite back.

      I hear footsteps behind me and resist the urge to reach for a hidden blade, instead opting to graze my fingers along the special breed of rose she found that holds neurotoxins in its petals instead of properly greeting her. "Hello, mother."

      She stops next to me and kneels down to the ground to look at the flowers as I am. "I see you've remembered that this is the only place you can speak to me this way and are taking full advantage." She gestures at my suit without looking over. "Is that what you've chosen to meet your prey in? It's quite dashing, and quite purple."

      "Appealing to her with this is but one of many preparations I've made in order to lure her in and secure the alliance. I'm confident we will walk away from the gazebo today as friends at the very least. I have no current interest in courtship, but I remain open to the option if it will benefit our family."

      "My daughter, " She sighs and looks over at me with a weariness to her. "do not use your hand in marriage as a way to gain an ally. I will permit any method you can think of, even senseless murder, but not this. You know very well why I say this, so do not make me remind you any more than I already have."

      "Yes, mother. I suppose I got a bit ahead of myself. I'll only consider marriage if we happen to have a connection."

      She pats my head and stands back up, dusting the pebbles off of her knees while smiling at me. "Good, very good. Never use your body as a bargaining chip, for you are worth far more than any being could possibly offer. I wish you well in your endeavors today, my daughter."

      I stand and match her kind smile the best I can. "Thank you, mother. I'll bring word of my success this evening."

      She pats my shoulder and walks past me towards her office. "I look forward to it."
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        * * *

      

      The warm summer breeze grazes my skin as I walk across the northern gardens to my favorite spot for tea. Purple, red, and pink hyacinths grow in small bunches all around and trim the arches of the gazebo, red and white roses border the stone walkways, and there's a pond not too far away that's wonderful to leisurely cross on my boat this time of day. I take my seat and try to not drool thinking of the sandwiches. It wouldn't do for me to drop decorum and give her a reason to think I'm weak in any way. She's a strategic woman, and will likely never miss an opportunity to seize control of the situation if I give her an opening.

      Juliette slithers through the hedge arch just as I lay eyes on it clad in a marvelous red and black sundress with oxblood silk bows on each hip and an extravagant red chrysanthemum hair pin to match. Her gloves have butterfly designs all over, which I seem to have stared at for far too long judging by the smug look on her face. "You look splendid today, Your Highness. What a lovely garden this is! I had a wonderful time being led here from my carriage." She takes her seat and pulls out a fan decorated with preserved rose petals arranged into hearts, clovers, and small teardrop cut rubies.

      I fix my neckpiece and tuck a stray hair behind my ear. "I'm glad it's to your liking, Juliette. I take great pride in our gardens."

      The maids pour us our tea and plate our sandwiches, then disappear from our view to give us privacy after she winks at them with a strange shimmer in her eye. She takes a glove off and carefully folds it, then places it and her fan on the table and picks up a sandwich. "Cucumber? I was hoping for something refreshing, so it's lovely that these were chosen." She takes a bite and chews slowly while smiling. She almost seems harmless in this moment.

      "They're quite delicious when eaten in weather like this. I would rest outside all day in an ideal world." I take a sip of my tea and pick up a sandwich. "I highly recommend the tea as well." I take a large bite and leisurely chew, unable to resist smiling myself.

      She takes a sip and looks at me with the slightest amount of surprise on her face. "I've never had this blend before, Your Highness. It has a delightful aroma and tastes wonderful!" A faint giggle escapes her lips as she takes another sip.

      I finish my sandwich and raise my teacup. "I like to take care of my guests, so it pleases me to see you enjoy what my servants so carefully prepared. Have you any interest in dessert? I think you'll find them all quite appealing."

      Two maids come in and remove our plates, then two others and Cindy come with two tiered dessert trays, one with lemon lavender cookies and the other with various cakes starring lavender in different ways—and rose earl grey tea. Her eyes light up when she sees the cakes, but she maintains her unbothered attitude and calmly waits for her tea to be poured. "I must admit that I very much do have an interest in these fine desserts. However," She slowly begins to wrap her tail around my ankle. "there is one in particular that I'm very tempted to take a bite out of, and I don't happen to see it on these trays."

      I clear my throat and adjust my neckpiece while her tail slowly snakes up my leg. Why is it so hot in this thing? "I see. Would you mind telling me more so I might have it prepared for you next time?"

      Juliette spreads her fan out, winks at me, then begins to caress my inner thigh with the tip of her tail. The hidden maids move to close in on her with a nod from her, but I lift a finger and shoo them away. Why the hells are they listening to her when it's the first time she's been to my estate? Something strange is going on. "Perhaps a more private setting might be appropriate for its… consumption. Eating such a thing can get quite messy, and one never knows who might be watching." She pokes at my underwear and smiles devilishly once she feels how aroused I am.

      I lean on the table and attempt to steady my breathing, unsure of why I'm so willing to allow her perverse actions. "I am your princess and future ruler, which means I can grant any wish at any time. Let us get one thing straight however; what you seek may not be so easily obtained. What will you do if this dessert is more than you bargained for?"

      She begins to slide along the length of my sex while taking a sip of tea and staring at me hungrily. "I suppose I'll just have to overstuff myself then, Your Highness."

      Decorum has been long lost, for the noises I'm failing to suppress are anything but noble. I shudder and quake as she strokes me, utterly powerless under her enchanting gaze despite being the second most powerful woman in the kingdom. My royalty feels like an afterthought to her in this moment, and that drives me all the more mad. I want to howl at a moon that isn't here yet, to throw my head back and scream in the most primal way possible, but I remain a whimpering and embarrassed mess leaning against the table and begging for more under labored breaths. Her hearing must be quite keen, because each time a soft plead leaves my lips she gives me exactly what I want. I try to rock my hips against her to please myself more, but she lets up just enough to keep things feeling the same and silently wags her finger at me before going back to her tea and treating my pathetic reactions like an afterthought. I whimper a bit louder when she begins to tease my hole while still stroking me, but her eyes are now on the lake and show no signs of even wanting to look my way even for just a moment to see what she's done to her Princess.

      Juliette gets a bit rougher and slides a little bit inside me, which releases the moans I was so desperately trying to contain. "Is something wrong, Your Highness? You haven't touched any of the desserts despite going through the trouble of having them prepared." She finally looks back at me and rests her head on her gloved hand.

      I slump back in my chair a bit and manage to make eye contact. "I… uh…" My tongue feels like lead and the very thought of speaking full sentences makes me dizzy.

      She smiles and goes a bit deeper. "You look delectable, Your Highness."

      I try rocking against her again, and she rewards me by sliding so deep inside I can feel it in my stomach. My pants were torn off at some point in the past few minutes, and I can feel her trying to pull me under the table towards her so I lift a finger and have several maid secretly watching clear the table. The moment they're back out of sight, she pulls hard and drags me towards her while continuing to toy with me. She takes her other glove off and tosses it onto the table, then lays me where the desserts one were and digs both clawed hands deep into my thighs while taking me into her mouth. I lean my head over the side of the table to scream, but Cindy quickly stuffs my mouth full, likely at Juliette's command, and trusts so deep I can't. I orgasm violently and claw at her thighs for air, but she knows well that I don't actually need to just yet. Juliette swallows while keeping me in her mouth, then goes right back to sucking and fucking me. My head starts getting fuzzy from the lack of air, but Cindy just keeps going faster and harder and ignores my more frantic clawing. Juliette gets another orgasm out of me, then takes me out of her mouth and begins to lick the wounds her claws made. Right as I can feel myself starting to pass out, Cindy slams herself hilt deep and pumps her seed down my throat. She slowly slides out of my throat, and I gasp for air while Juliette slowly pulls her tail out of me and pats down her dress.

      "Thank you for the meal, Your Highness. I believe that our alliance will bear much fruit." She leans over me and lifts my head up to kiss me deeply, then leaves me a panting mess and takes her leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Act III: The Missing Link

          

        

      

    

    
      I brush my fangs on Cindy's neck in my chambers, eager to drink deeply from my favorite blood bag before she'll be out of my grasp for a while. She smells like musk and flowers, and tastes far better. My fangs slowly slip into her skin, and the delightful little whimpers she lets out are like music to my ears. Blood begins to trickle into my mouth, and it takes everything in me to not suck her dry right here and now. She tastes better than food after having starved for days, more refreshing than water after marching all day, more satisfying than a cold washcloth after a particularly taxing training session. Today is the last day I'll see her before she is traded for House Bannock's head maid, and I can't say that I'm enthusiastic about not having her by my side any longer. It is however a necessary sacrifice for securing my position once I ascend to the throne, so drinking my fill will have to do for now.

      "Y-Your Highness…" My precious prey grips my shoulder, so I take one last sip before releasing her from my jaws. "Her Holiness wishes to see you."

      I lay her down on my bed and lick my lips. "She always seems to have such choice timing with these things. I will be back to pick up where we left off, so stay here."

      "As you wish." We kiss before I get up to go see what mother has in store for me.

      I find her sitting at the edge of the inner courtyard fountain, staring at her reflection with a glass of wine. She seems quite calm today, bordering on happy. "Today is the day, my daughter. Are you prepared?" The glass shimmers in the sunlight as she takes a sip while turning her attention to me.

      I sit next to her and stare up at the eternally blooming willows, letting the calming sound of flowing water soothe the pains in my chest. "As much as I can be, mother. I'm confident that I can secure the loyalty of house Bannock's head maid, and Cindy will do well regardless of what responsibilities they throw at her." One of her maids brings me a glass of wine, and I down it in three gulps. They hand me another that I choose to sip on, then they disappear without mother moving a single muscle.

      She puts an arm around my shoulder and looks directly at me. "It's only for a few years, my child. I know you haven't been separated since the moment you met the day you came home from the academy, but this is for the best. Your future as this country's ruler will only go smoothly with proper backing and strong allies, so show me your desire to succeed."

      I take another sip of my wine and lean my head on her shoulder. "Yes, mother. I just wish I could be as courageous as you are."

      She pats my head and swirls her glass. "You don't need to be like me in order to have courage, my child. I know you'll be just fine, so believe in yourself a little more! You are capable, strong, and have brought every maid in this household that isn't loyal only to me to their knees. You have what it takes, so dash away any ideas of giving in before you have even tried."

      "I don't know what I'd do without you, mother." I swirl my glass to distract from all the ways I fall short of her greatness.

      "You would still achieve greatness in your own way. Sometimes role models can become points of obsession that cloud your judgment, so don't discount the efforts you've put in all these years to become the woman you are today." She finishes her glass and hands it off to her maid.

      "Perhaps that is true." I finish my glass too and hand it off to the same maid before she disappears again. "Having a good role model helped me greatly, though."

      She ruffles my hair a bit then stands and stretches out her arms. "Go back to Cindy, my daughter. I'm sure you still have some orders to issue while she's still here."

      I rise and stretch out my legs to get the fuzzy feeling out. "Yes, mother." She pats my back and walks back towards her office.
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        * * *

      

      I miss her.

      Cindy has been at my beck and call for years now, and I suppose I always assumed she would never not be in my grasp. The halls feel a bit empty without her presence trailing behind me, and even though it's been a few days already I still get a tad upset whenever Claire shows up without her, thinking for a split second she may be ignoring my commands. I suppose this will take some getting used to, but I'd rather not get used to being without my favorite servant. She gets me in ways others could never, and I'm not particularly in the mood to teach another all of my personal preferences. She's probably the only human that's so attentive that it feels like she's reading my mind. These few years cannot go by fast enough.

      Even though I'm feeling quite down about my darling pet leaving me, there's still a bit of excitement in meeting another head maid this way. Mother said that she first traded hers around my age, so it finally feels like I'm beginning to follow in her footsteps. As long as I take control like she always does, there shouldn't be any problems whatsoever. This one won't be any sort of replacement but I'm hoping that the void Cindy left will be at least partially filled.

      She's waiting for me in the foyer with curious eyes dancing over each painting and sculpture. Cindy's replacement catches sight of me the moment I enter and bows deeply, then meets my eyes with a simple smile that almost feels ominous. "I offer my most humble greetings to you, Your Highness. My name is Mabel, and I'm pleased to have the opportunity to serve you."

      I nod and fold my arms, taking a moment to observe her somewhat elegant maid uniform. The silk lace on each pocket seems excessive for her line of work, but I digress. Having a pretty toy isn't much to complain about. "Welcome to our home. You'll be guided around the estate momentarily, which shouldn't last beyond supper. Claire?" I lift a finger and she appears kneeling at my side. "Make sure she learns everything she needs to know before taking over."

      "Your word is my gospel, Your Highness." She slowly stands and begins observing her new colleague.

      "Shall I get started right away, Your Highness? I don't wish to waste your precious time with my ineptitude." Mabel picks up her luggage and stares back at Claire.

      "My time is hardly wasted on ensuring you have everything you need to serve me and my house. I'm sure you'll do well enough under my careful guidance." I lift a finger and Claire motions for Mabel to follow her up the main staircase.

      "Your kindness is ever flowing, Your Highness." She bows deeply again and does as she's told.

      I turn and head towards my office, eager to see what she might get up to. Her skills aren't in question by any means, but I get the feeling that she may try something while I'm not watching. Or so she will think. Being able to see through the eyes of my servants is a simple task, one that hardly requires me to break a sweat. Nothing will get past me while I have my eye on her, not even the presence of a single mouse. This is my house and I am duty bound to protect it by any means.

      My guards open the door for me, and I stride towards my cushion littered couch. This may be a work related task, but nothing says I can't relax while doing this. I plop down and rest my head on my arm, snapping my fingers to connect Claire's senses to mine. They're in the west wing kitchen talking about meals and desserts they both enjoy and seem to be bonding well so far. Cindy's replacement is taking notes on where everything is and seems to be having a great time with her new colleague. I disconnect our senses as they slowly make their way to the north wing while chatting about my family's rich history.

      Perhaps there's nothing major to worry about for now. I'd love for things to stay this way, but I just can't shake that feeling I got earlier. What could she possibly be up to?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Act IV: Dance of the Fang

          

        

      

    

    
      My full mail steel armor feels pleasantly heavy on me on this fine morning. The beasts seem to be breeding quite quickly, which caused house Bellarose to send a formal request of assistance. I'm eager to set my mind completely on this after all the stress I've put myself under keeping an eye on Cindy's replacement. It's less than desirable for something to take over my life so thoroughly, but I almost can't keep my eyes off of her. There's something strange about her, like she might not be human. I'm not sure if it's the way that she talks or how some of the maids have been acting around her recently, but there's certainly an energy to her that piques my curiosity. No harm has been done so I've been lenient in the amount of time I watch, but there could be something going on behind the scenes. Hopefully she behaves while I'm gone.

      Mother asked me to check in with her before meeting with my personal knight order, so I'll be doing exactly that. Reaching her office feels like a blur, almost as if I had been transported here. Of course, I'm not silly enough to expect mother to use a powerful spell like teleportation for such a simple task, but my lack of awareness until I set foot through the doors leaves me wondering. Was I that absorbed in my thoughts that I didn't pay attention while walking halfway across the main estate? I'll have to look into that later.

      "Let's keep this brief, my child. I wouldn't want to keep you." Mother smiles while sitting behind her desk, stamping papers while looking at me.

      "Time with you is time well spent, mother." I bow slightly to her and stand near the door.

      She chuckles and puts down her stamp. "I assume preparations have gone well?"

      I nod. "Everything is in place, mother. All I need to do is meet my order at the teleportation circle so we can quickly arrive at base camp."

      She claps her hands together softly. "Wonderful! Would you like me to send along some snacks for the road?"

      I chuckle and wave my hands. "As much as I would enjoy the exercise from killing assassins, I'd prefer to focus on my mission. Perhaps when I get back?"

      She leans back in her seat and turns her eyes to the ceiling. "I'll keep that in mind then, my child. Be safe, and be well. I'll be looking forward to hearing a bit about what you got up to while there."

      "You as well, mother. I intend on bringing good news." I bow to her and turn towards the door.

      "You always do, my precious daughter. Know that I am always proud of you no matter what."

      I smile and grab the handle to the door. "Thank you, mother." Her words always give me strength even in the most dire of situations. I'm quite lucky to have someone as wonderful as her in my corner.
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        * * *

      

      I stride into the barracks and find my one hundred woman strong order arranged nice and neat in the center of the massive teleportation circle in our main sparring hall. They're busy chatting about what types of beasts we might be fighting this time and how nice or mean the soldiers we're joining forces with may be. I conceal my presence to allow them their fun, but my vice commander catches sight of me the second I do. I put up a finger to keep her quiet, and she smiles understandingly. It truly is wonderful to have someone that works under you be so attentive. I miss Cindy.

      I reach the front center of the circle and stand there for a bit, soaking up my order's excitement for our new mission. I'm quite excited myself since I haven't swung a blade or shot a bow outside of basic practice in a few months. It will be nice to shake off the bit of rust I've likely gathered from not fighting opponents who want nothing more than to kill me. The thrill of dancing with death is exhilarating.

      I uncover my presence the moment they begin to get a bit unruly and start having shoving contests. As fun as it would be to join in, we have work to do. "Attention! Get your eyes on our captain right now!" Clarissa silences the room in less than a second, her air of absolute authority reminding me why she's my second in command.

      "Listen up! We're teleporting out of here in sixty seconds, and I want each and every one of you to be ready to immediately go into combat the moment our briefing with house Bellarose is over. I haven't heard the whole story yet, but there seems to be a new type of beast we haven't encountered yet. It likes to hide out in forests where shadows it can hide in are abundant, so keep that in mind the moment we join with them. I doubt any of you will struggle since I trained you all myself, but never overestimate your capabilities, never underestimate your opponents, and please at the very least try to act like you care." The room fills with chuckles and clanking armor, but goes silent quickly without me or Clarissa having to lift a finger. "The circle is primed, so hold onto your helmets you vicious bastards. Teleportation, activate!" They all cheer in sync as we slowly disappear and head towards the battlefield where we all belong.
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        * * *

      

      Something about her still bothers me.

      She's tending to her responsibilities well enough and seems to get along with the other maids, but the way she looks at me when I pretend to be unaware of my surroundings resembles how her mistress does whenever we meet for tea. At first I thought it may just be how she is and paid it no mind, but in the recent days she's began licking her fangs and staring at my neck, desire burning hot in her eyes. She's not the only one drunk with desire, however. Thinking of how feasting on her blood will be sweet is maddening. Whenever I walk by her while she's performing her daily duties and I catch a faint scent of it, it's damn near intoxicating and stokes the flame of my hunger in a way only Cindy has. I have a feeling this is part of some plot against me and giving in will be me walking directly into a trap, but sometimes the best defense is a good offense. If my jaws wrap around her neck before she can react, what could possibly be the harm? Perhaps it's time I stopped biding my time. I should just go for the kill.

      The six maids I just drained of enough blood from to make them pass out all told me she's in the west wing as of right now, so I make haste to have the main course. I haven't felt eager to strike like this since last winter when I was out hunting down a couple of orcs who defected from the empire, but this time my desire to hunt is wrapped in lust instead of rage. I pass through the halls in a blur, the only thing on my mind being her blood trickling down my throat. She's dusting a light fixture while talking to one of my newest maids when I round the corner into the main western hallway, likely teaching them the best way to do so. My hunger spikes higher than it ever has, and I lunge towards my prey faster than an arrow. Her eyes dart towards me at the last moment, then everything goes blurry. A perfect blend of pain and ecstasy shoot throughout my body and makes me scream as she bites down harder and harder on my neck, drinking deep and hungrily with no sign of stopping. She slams me into the wall to restrain me, revealing a great strength I have yet to achieve.

      Mabel releases me from her jaws at last, licking her lips and smiling in a way that sends a chill down my spine. "I longed for this each day of the two months I've had the pleasure of being employed here, Your Highness. I was so worried you might not have noticed or cared for my blood perfume! I'm glad to see that isn't the case. You taste far better than I could have possibly imagined."

      "Wh-wha…" Words fail to form on my lips despite my efforts as surprise and ecstasy take over my mind. She's a vampire? How have I not noticed until now?

      She cups my face in one hand and holds my arms above me with the other while pressing me into the wall hard enough it cracks a little. "Speaking isn't something a toy like you should be doing, dear. Don't push yourself to do something someone else can do for you." I brace myself for another bite when she lowers her face to my neck, but she licks the spot I was marked instead. "I'll be making the decisions here, so don't worry about things like thinking okay?" I whimper in response to her, and she starts kissing the wound softly.

      The maid that fell seems to be very interested in what's going on and is now wearing an expression full of curiosity and lust. A hand is slowly sneaking towards the hem of their skirt with the other already on their breast, and for the second time in my life I'm glad to be the one who's powerless to change my situation. Mabel is far too strong for me to break her grip, but even if I had twice the power I do now I don't think struggling against her is something I would ever do. Her hand has already found itself into my pants and is slowly stroking me as she hunts around for another spot to bite, settling on my shoulder quite suddenly. My whimpers turn to howls of pain and pleasure as she drinks from me once again, this time far slower and with restraint I'd hoped she didn't have. I thrust into her hand while making direct eye contact with the maid watching us as she masturbates, and I find myself wondering how her mouth feels.

      Mabel turn her head and spreads her legs a bit, just wide enough for a person to fit through. "Service the princess, Millie." They hesitate for a moment, waiting for my confirmation. I tap a finger on the wall, and they practically pounces on me to undress my lower half and take my royal gock to the base. "As for you," She grabs my whimpering face with her now free hand. "you'll be servicing me."

      My arms are suddenly let go so I immediately fall and hit the floor, but that doesn't stop the eager maid between my legs from sucking like her life depends on it. Mabel slowly lifts her skirt to reveal her genuinely massive gock, which somehow makes me more aroused than I already am. The thick scent of her sex dashes away any worries of it fitting in my holes and is already leaking a little bit. I want to taste her. No, I need to.

      She slaps it on my forehead while giggling. "Aww, does my princess want her filthy hole filled? That's wonderful news! I was just thinking that this needs to be stuffed inside something."

      Strong hands slide into my hair and get a nice grip as she slips her gock past my lips. I try with all my might to force her down my throat, but her enthralling hold on me is absolute. She finally touches the back of my throat, then tilts my head back and thrusts hilt deep. Millie begins to finger me while gagging on my dick, and I orgasm immediately. Mabel pays this no mind and continues to defile my face, plowing away like she's a farmer working her field. Pleasure overtakes me as every part of me slowly begins to feel like it belongs to its current users, a doll who's sole purpose is to relieve the desires of others.

      Mabel chuckles and grips my hair tight to keep me in place against her. "Looks like our toy here finally realized her place. You having fun down there, Mils?" A muffled noise of approval comes from below as they continue to suck without any sign of slowing down. "It's so fucking hot when you answer with your mouth full. What about you, honey? You enjoying having my dick down your face hole?" I nod, and she thrusts a few times while growling before holding my head down again. "Good, because I'm not taking it out until I'm ready for your other hole." Those words alone nearly send me over the edge again.

      As she begins to fuck my face again, I notice out of the corner of my eye a few other maids slowly coming out of hiding while masturbating furiously. They all have their eyes set on me, and my skin is buzzing at the thoughts of what they might do to me. I knock a finger against the floor to bring those desires to fruition. They all rush towards me and sink their teeth into various exposed parts, and I silently thank them for not holding back. Their teeth are nothing like Mabel's so it takes quite a bit of force, but each of them breaks through my skin and laps at my wounds as I orgasm so many times I lose count.

      I slump onto the floor while shaking from the intensity of everything, wanting more but unable to articulate it. Mabel claps twice to get Millie out of her way, then kneels down and lifts my butt onto her lap. "I know you're tired, but we still have so much work to do! Doesn't that sound wonderful? Being used until you're utterly useless?" I can hardly find it in me to nod, so I look into her eyes knowing that she'll understand sooner or later.

      She teases my hole with her gock, smiling devilishly as I twitch and shudder with anticipation. Every single maid around stares with starved eyes as my useless body is slowly mounted. Their eyes burrow deep into my flesh, begging me to allow them a chance. With each moan they grow closer while touching themselves and doing everything in their power to resist tearing me to shreds with their desires. It would be so easy for me to knock on the floor and allow them to get their fill, but I have something else in mind. They're going to watch until the very end.

      Mabel slowly picks up the pace while staring down at her pathetic prey as she moans and whimpers under her care. There's so many witnessing us right now, but for some reason it almost just feels like the two of us. The feeling of her hitting the one spot I hardly ever have touched is divine and the sight of her even more so. Her expression is so serious, yet full of lust and desire. She's practically dripping in sweat and I can only imagine what it's like underneath her uniform. I want to know. I want to taste every last drop and rid her of the need to wash it off with moist cloths. I want her to look down at me and laugh at how willing I am to serve despite being such a powerful woman. Who needs power anyways? Being used is the single most greatest thing I could possibly do for society right now. Enthralled or not, I need her to destroy me, and I need her to do it now.

      She pushes in hilt deep and looks me in the eye with possibly the most devilish grin yet. "Oh? Is that how you truly feel? I wasn't aware this country was to be ruled by the biggest slut in the world! I suppose I'll have to take care of each one of those desires so you can focus on your work, huh?" Her nails dig into my hips the moment I look at her, and all hell breaks loose.

      She fucks me so hard the tiles might break at any moment, but I can hardly pay attention to that over me screaming her name. I can feel my bones rattle with each thrust, but all I can think about is getting fucked harder and harder until I break. I've lost limbs on tours before and they grew back just fine. It's a bit annoying having to fix my armor when that happens, but it's inevitable when fighting something ridiculously powerful like an elder dragon who for some reason wishes to claim my throne for their own. One thing I haven't experienced however is having all of my bones pulverized by one of the hottest women I know. Whatever she has to throw at me, I want to take it.

      My nails begin to bleed from how hard I'm digging them into the floor, and Mable's panting isn't really helping me stop at all. Shock waves of pleasure and pain shoot throughout my body as she grows closer to finishing. I almost don't want her to, but that wouldn't be very kind of me to say. There's so many here who are waiting patiently for their turn and I wouldn't want to leave them hanging. Any good ruler pays close attention to the needs of her people, so satisfying every last one of them with my body is the perfect plan. Being torn apart and watched as I piece myself back together sounds better than breathing.

      Mabel's back arches as she pumps me full of her love, finally cracking the tiles under us with her last few thrusts. My throat goes raw from how hard I've been screaming, my body shakes violently as I orgasm under her care once more, my soul now belongs almost entirely to her. She plants her arms on either side of me to catch her breath, then scoops me into her arms and rises shakily after planting a kiss on my forehead. "You truly are the perfect toy, my dear. Every inch of your beautiful form deserves to be used and praised. Why don't we head to your quarters so things are a bit more comfortable? As fun as breaking tiles during sex is, I can't imagine your mother would be too excited to see parts of her estate being destroyed."

      I manage a small chuckle and lean into her, eager to be taken over and over until all who desire me are satisfied. Forging this alliance truly was the best decision I could have possibly made.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Act V: The Giving

          

        

      

    

    
      An abundance of floral scents wash over me as I step into my private sanctuary, draining me of any and all tenseness in a single breath. The soft trickle of the slow moving river that circles the area is like music to my ears as I make my way towards the central willow grotto where I like to read and nap. Hundreds of flower breeds flank either side of the path I'm on, each type something I acquired myself during my annual tours of my country's outskirts. Butterflies and dragonflies dance among the freshly bloomed lily pads, and various critters rush to their preferred hiding spots as I walk down the stone pathway I laid that's slowly being taken over by moss. I hum one of my favorite tunes to myself as I take everything in as I reach the willows, parting their leaves like curtains to enter my personal haven.

      Several large oak bookcases surround my reading couch that's littered with a dozen cushions in a half circle, each one stuffed to the brim with reading materials I've collected throughout the years. I have a particular tale on my mind, one that involves the joining of a dragon and a human that was more than willing to abandon her flesh for something far closer to her lover. I've turned the pages of this tale many times, each time a delightful experience as I sink into the author's written world. Draconian authors like this one tend to be my favorite. There's a richness to their lived experiences that few races can compare to.

      I slowly flip through familiar pages as the sun trickles through the vines in the canopy that bridge gaps between the willows. Between this and the successful joining of my house and house Bannock just months prior to this, I have all I could possibly want in the palm of my hand. Everything seems to be going well with Cindy since I haven't felt anything strange in our connection, and Mabel has been performing her duties wonderfully despite being handed heavy responsibility comparable to mine in some ways. Having her manage household affairs I normally would be taking care of has given me time to rest, something I never expected to be able to do without having official business attached to it like a parasite. My darling Cindy has never disappointed me, but she isn't quite at the same level so learning in a new environment may be the thing that helps her achieve her full potential. It's truly incredible how quickly Mabel grew used to her duties here. Some days, it feels like she was always here.

      As I flip to the last page, a few rabbits come into the grotto and watch me cautiously. They tilt their heads as I rise from my couch and make my way back to the bookcase, clearly eager to understand why a predator like myself has no interest in giving chase. I'd love to tell them that I have no interest in draining the blood of an animal the size of my head but I haven't had the luxury of learning to speak rabbit. Their tails twitch when I step onto the stone pathway and begin to make my way out, their fluffy ears perked up and pointed. It hurts that I don't have time to stop and pet them, but I can't remain in this perfect paradise forever. There's work to be done.

      Mother is waiting for me at the entrance half a step away from the border, waving at me with a grin on her all-powerful face. I slowly start walking faster, but my excitement causes me to break into a full sprint so I can jump into her arms and bask in her presence. She truly is the best parent I could possibly ask for.

      She spreads her arms out and adjusts her stance to catch me as I leap towards her, scooping me out of the air while spinning me around as we both laugh our worries away. "You've grown heavy, my child! Did you put on even more muscle during your last tour?"

      "I did! The beasts have been growing larger and craftier in recent years, so it was a bit of a workout to wipe out so many this time." She puts me down, and I flex my arms to show my progress. "I could probably lift a dragon with ease now!"

      Mother chuckles and puts a hand on my shoulder. "I have no doubt about that. Shall we? There's much to talk about with this new alliance you've forged."

      I nod and begin walking with her towards the inner courtyard. "I was actually hoping to chat with you about a few things regarding that, though it may take some time to work through all the points I hope to cover. Is that acceptable?"

      "I have all the time in the world for you today, my daughter. I'll have our meals brought to my courtyard."

      "That sounds like a good plan. Before that though, I do have a question. I've noticed that there are servants staring at me when they think I'm not looking quite often. Would you happen to know anything about that, mother?"

      She stops and gives me a strange look. "What use would I get out of surveilling my own daughter? You're perfectly capable of taking care of yourself, so there's no need for me to go out of my way to learn of the things you do. Perhaps the servants are simply in awe of you?"

      I shake my head and chuckle, shedding myself of my silly assumptions and the stress that came with them. "Maybe I was looking too deep into it."

      A shudder of pleasure shoots down my spine at the thought of who it likely is, and my mind drifts to broken tiles and softly whispered commands. Thanking the goddess for this situation isn't enough, so I need to go thank my goddess. Blasphemy or not, she always knows how to make me happy.
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        * * *

      

      Thoughts swarm my mind as I walk back to my quarters the long way to give myself time to contemplate. Everything is going to plan. The alliance is progressing well, my popularity with the citizens seems to be steadily growing, and the other three houses are all quite docile and occasionally even supportive of it. There's been no meaningful challenging of my position, and yet somehow there's still something bothering me about the whole situation. Will my getting used be a bargaining chip in the future? I don't want it to stop by any means, but the stress of my reputation falling below the dirt is beginning to get to me. Torturing my maids to silence them does nothing since all they do is moan and wail, and I can't exactly dominate Mabel into keeping quiet due to our current… arrangement. No one has been sneaking off the estate or sending out secret missives so Mabel likely isn't collecting information for her original house, but that hardly solves the problem I may or may not have. If torture doesn't work, then how the hells do I confirm the safety of my house? Perhaps I need to look at this from another angle.

      As I stride through the hall my quarters are in mulling over this, I feel more pairs of hungry eyes on me than usual. The closer I get to my room, the less they try to hide their lust and the more turned on I get. By the time I reach my door, I can smell the scent of anticipation and arousal despite being half a dozen meters from the nearest maid. My guards move to open the door for me, but I put a hand up and grab the handles myself. She may hold my leash and the key to my greatest pleasure, but I am the one in charge here so I will figure this out. Nothing slips past me.

      I push the doors open slowly, and am immediately hit with a floral yet musky scent that makes my skin tingle. A dozen servants scattered around in various groups while in the nude greet me with moans and growls, clearly too busy fucking each others faces to properly greet their princess. Mabel is sitting on my bed like it's her throne while being serviced by several maids, each of them littered with marks from the riding crop in her hand. She doesn't notice me until I'm standing by the edge of my bed while tapping my foot; a terrible habit of hers. Sex for her is all-consuming.

      "So good of you to join us, Your Highness! We planned on waiting for you, but desire overtook us as you can see." Mabel smiles at me while bowing her head and fucking Millie's face. "My apologies for not greeting you upon your arrival."

      My cheeks warm a bit, but I cough to regain composure and look Mabel in her beautiful eyes. Why are they so gorgeous all of a sudden? "I have a few questions for you, and you're going to answer them. Have you been in contact with any other houses about what you get up to in my estate? I can't help but shake the feeling that this isn't all fun and games for you." I dig my nails into my hand in order to maintain control of myself. She may be powerful, but I can at the very least resist complete dominance.

      "To what purpose, my dear? I wasn't sent here with an agenda. All my mistress told me to do is have fun and to make sure that said fun doesn't interact with my duties to you and your house.

      She slowly looks up and down at me, pausing her hungry eyes on my pants while biting her lip. "Oh, just a little something to help Your Highness relax. Nothing malicious, of course. It wouldn't do for us to bite the hand that feeds us without permission."

      My mouth begins to water, but I shake my head and focus my attention on her lips. "What makes you think I'll give you all the right to do that?" I put a hand on my hip and smirk like she does when she's about to do something mean to me.

      Several maids that were in a pile begin crawling towards me with predatory looks on their faces at the snap of Mabel's fingers. "It's wonderful that you made the entire maid staff your thralls. Minds unwilling to contradict their master's orders are almost essential in a role like yours where there's always someone looking to take from you. For anyone else, this would be the perfect way to keep them in line. But I'm not like everyone else, honey." Venom drips from her words as she maintains her lustful looks and immeasurable beauty.

      "What are you getting at?" The maids now have me surrounded and won't obey any of my silent commands. Excitement bounds through my body like a rabbit in a meadow, but I hold it in so I can keep up the act. Prey that doesn't ever fight back can get boring after all.

      Mabel leans her head on her fist and smirks. "Vampires grow with practice and age, as I'm sure you already know. Tell me, Your Highness. How old do you think I am?"

      I take a moment to think, but everything suddenly falls into place. The tea party must have been Juliette testing the waters. "That crafty bitch."

      "Oh? Has Your Highness found the answer?" She sits up and shoos away the maids servicing her.

      "Yes, but that leaves me with one question. How did you take such thorough control of my psyche after biting me the first time? Mother taught me vampires can't seize each others minds. Was your mistress involved too?" I tap my foot and contemplate possible answers, but nothing seems to fit in place well enough to be a solid answer.

      Laughter erupts from her immediately upon hearing my question. "Vampires can take anyone they please! All it takes is a bite and a bit of time. Speaking of which, how are you feeling today, Your Highness?" The way she speaks my title reminds me of how one might speak to a beloved pet, peeling away most of my will to resist her absolute control.

      I lift my skirt and drop the act I was so desperately trying to put on for her. "I think you know what I want, Mabel. Why don't we skip the dialogue and get to it already?"

      She flicks her finger, and suddenly I'm on my knees in a begging position with my skirt hem still in hand like I deserve. "Mmm, much better. You're quite tall so it was hurting my poor neck to look up at you. I'm impressed by how long you held on, my dear! Usually it takes a few days or weeks for me to have full control, but you managed to last almost a whole year and counting! I get the feeling you'll be my most entertaining thrall yet." The though of me being one of her favorites makes my heart sing.

      I struggle against her silent orders to get a taste of her, but find that it's entirely pointless. Perhaps I have less control than I thought? "What are you going to do with me? Mother will notice if you attempt to puppet me, so don't get any ideas!" Sticking my tongue out at her seems to work, so I do just that.

      She chuckles heartily and slaps her knee a few times. "I wouldn't dream of it! You're far more suited to ruling than I am, dear. I just wanted to have the prettiest toy in the entire empire to myself. Is that so wrong?"

      "You think of me as a toy?" Words like this are generally considered treason, but for some reason them coming out of her mouth is the single most hottest thing she could have possibly said.

      "Of course I do, sweetie! You're the most wonderful toy one could possibly have! Does that make you unhappy?" She tilts her head and looks at me with a slight grin.

      The most logical answer would be yes. Why would a royal like me enjoy being below a servant? It's entirely unheard of and would do much more harm than good if it got out. Reason seems to be escaping me at the moment, because all I've been able to do while contemplating her words is drool and feel an unparalleled amount of joy. I shouldn't say yes, yet this feels like a dream come true. Being the one ordered around with a flick of a finger or even a single thought with zero resistance from me sounds better than breathing. Being the one who is rewarded with getting used for doing exactly as I was told when I was told seems like heaven. Up until now, my greatest desire was to rule over my people with the same efficiency mother does. That desire hasn't changed but this situation has opened my eyes to a world of experience I haven't even stepped foot in, and I wish to frolic in its fields and tend to its flowers.

      I give up the last bit of resistance I have to allow her what's rightfully hers; my devotion. "Then play with me to your heart's content."

      Mabel smiles wide and devilishly, hardly able to hold in her joy. "Gladly. There is one thing I'd like to do before granting your wish, however." She picks up a spiked pink leather collar and a matching leash, each studded with amber and amethyst. "Can't have anyone but me biting your neck, you know."

      I hold my hair up while shivering with anticipation as she leans forward to put it on. The moment the cool leather touches my skin and is firmly secured, I try and fail to hold back a tiny moan. She licks her fangs while clipping on my leash, then just sits there and stares at me for a spell. Every time I try to maintain eye contact my whole body feels like it's on fire with lust, so I make do by staring at her stomach instead. Her muscles are quite defined and are glazed with sweat from her previous activities. Candlelight dances across it like a festival performer, the sight stoking my hunger more than a bloody steak ever has. I need some part, any part, of her in my mouth, and I need it in there now! I hope that she gives me my meal soon…

      "Aww, is my pet hungry? Tell me what you want, dear." Her words are like flames to my ears, and all I want to do right now is burn until there's nothing left.

      I lick my fangs and let the drool pooling in my mouth leak out. "You."

      Mabel smirks while lifting a finger, and I pounce without a second thought. We kiss with the ferocity of a storm, her claws constantly finding soft places to sink into. I throw my head back so she can get her fill, and she goes for the bite so quickly I almost jump away in fear. My moans very quickly devolve into primal screams of pleasure and pain the moment she clamps down on my clavicle, even more so when she begins to chew on me like I'm a piece of meat. I can feel myself slowly grow weaker as she drains me for all I'm worth, but I hold fast so she can do as she pleases. Her nails dig deep into my sides as she pulls me closer, and I wail for her as loudly as I can to show her just how good she's hurting me. She growls and shakes her head back and forth like some sort of beast, tipping me over the edge far quicker than she ever has before. My back arches and my fingers dig into the sheets as the pain melds with the pleasure and completely takes over my psyche.

      She releases me after draining what feels like a third of my blood and leaves me shaking from the mind bending experience she just put me through. "Looks like you need a drink, honey. Any takers?" Mabel spreads out her arms enthusiastically like a merchant would when they've found a rich fool.

      Every single maid in the room scrambles towards us to be taken and begins throwing each other out of the way to take their place in my jaws. I snatch the closest one and drain a third of her blood in seconds, tossing her to the side so I can pick another. My strength just about comes back after the fourth one, but Mabel drags me away from the edge of my bed and slams me down in the center of it.

      "Before I break you so thoroughly you cant speak, there's one last thing I'd like to chat about. Mabel doesn't quite sound right for you to call me, so I'd like you to consider something more… official. How does 'mistress' sound to you my dear?" She stares down at me with great anticipation.

      The very thought of referring to her that way nearly sends me over the edge again. Seeing her as above me is something I haven't really struggled to do, but calling her something that acknowledges that fact is on a entirely different level for me. It has felt strange recently to refer to her by name now that I think about it, so perhaps this is the perfect time to erase that feeling once and for all. Being in charge all the time can be quite exhausting, so this is like a message from heaven itself. Following in my mother's footsteps has been quite the challenge, and this feels like the perfect way to take a break from all the stress surrounding that. If not now, then when? I've already decided to hand her full control so this is like another step in the right direction. The consequences can't possibly outweigh the benefits here, especially with her at the helm.

      I take a deep breath to calm my beating heart to no avail. Scared or not, I need to do this. She's in charge right now, so it wouldn't do for me to be disobedient. "Please do with me as you wish, mistress." My arousal grows tenfold the moment I speak.

      "That's my good girl! I'll do just that then since you asked so nicely." My mistress slips a pillow under my hips and thrusts hilt deep with the force of a thousand suns.

      This arrangement may just be the best decision I've ever made.
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