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    Shackled




    by Debra Anastasia




    AELIEA GLOWERED AT HER handmaidens through her heavily stained eyelashes. The collection of talented but scared women was boring her, and that could be terribly deadly. After all, the summer heat was making the eighteen-year-old Aeliea antsy.




    She rolled her wrist and examined her fingernails. The three rings on her left hand were worth more than an entire generation of her people could ever hope to make in their lifetime. She liked it that way. Her fresh linen dress was stitched with elaborate gold and silver thread. It had taken four women three straight months to make it for her. She would wear it this once and then cast it aside.




    She lived in utter opulence. Her mother and father gave her whatever she decreed, and had done so since she was a small child. She was, after all, in line to be queen. Aeliea often dreamed of wearing her mother’s crown. She reveled in power. A terse word from her and a whole community could be endangered, and often was. Her attention span was extremely short, much to the distress of her handmaidens and guards.




    Her irritability was so infamous that the entire kingdom of Indovia was attuned to her monthly cycles. She was often the most treacherous a few days before she succumbed to the belly cramps and bleeding.




    Today would be one of those scary, scary days.




    “Demee! My comb is slipping!”




    Her favorite handmaiden rushed to her side and began to fix the offending comb. Aeliea sneered as she felt a slight tug. She heard Demee hold her breath in worry and fright. The handmaiden’s terror soothed the future queen.




    Demee was lucky to be alive. When she’d arrived to replace a previous maiden who was beheaded for her slow reactions to Aeliea’s needs, Demee’s looks immediately caught Aeliea’s eye. She was almost too beautiful for the future queen’s liking.




    Aeliea had forced the woman to shave her long, luxurious hair so that it was nothing more than the fuzz of a peach.




    “There. Now you look like a little boy. Better, but keep your eyes down.” Aeliea had smiled when she’d noticed a tear escape Demee’s eye. She must have been growing her hair for a very long time.




    Aeliea grudgingly complimented the girl’s skills in her head. Demee could arrange her long golden locks better than anyone before her. The handmaiden was also very talented at creating appealing oils for her skin. Aeliea enjoyed knowing she was a pleasure to behold no matter what sense a person was using.




    She caught her reflection in her looking glass.




    Stunning, as usual.




    Her beauty was almost as legendary as her viciousness. For the sole purpose of showcasing Aeliea’s good looks, her parents had put her profile on some of the lesser coins.




    Her big blue eyes were outlined with black liner that gave them a cat-like appearance. She set them on her largest guard. “Falk. Where are my parents? I need to see them for a visit this morning. Beckon them!”




    Falk cast his eyes to the floor. He was a huge, hulking guard, known for his great strength. His bottom lip seemed to tremble as he delivered the bad news. “The king and queen departed before the cock crowed this morning. They had business in the kingdom of Henris. They shall return in three nights.”




    It was the worst of all news, especially considering the time of the month. Falk anxiously awaited to see what Aeliea determined would be his fate.




    “This displeases me.” She tried not to think about how often her parents were not there. She tried not to let it disappoint her. “Ready the sedan chair. Today we parade.”




    Aeliea held her arms out as her servants scurried to prepare her. A jeweled snake armband and matching gold cuffs were just some of the elaborate decorations applied to her body. As Falk led her to her comfortable and opulent sedan chair, Aeliea began to smile. Everyone except the future queen dreaded these parades, which were more frequent in this season, the hottest part of the year. The chair was hefted by her muscled guards, all matching Falk’s dark skin and tall body.




    In the first few streets, she was able to find offenses easily. The army members that assembled behind the chair would deliver any punishments she saw fit. People that did not prostrate themselves quickly enough for Aeliea experienced any one of the princess’s favorite tortures implemented by her army. Any citizen that wailed and cried in horror of a friend or loved one’s pain was met with the same fate. Eventually, word of the parade spread, and as she rounded the corner, the people were already lying in the streets or hiding in their houses if they were quick enough. Aeliea had to look closer for offenses. Women that might be construed as pretty were targets. Anyone who made eye contact was also in danger.




    Aeliea’s glittering finger was sometimes even the grim reaper for the terrified people of Indovia. Being condemned to her dungeons was as good as closing a coffin, the disease and starvation getting the better of many prisoners.




    She stopped the sedan by holding up her hand. This trick was a wonderful one. Just pausing and drawing out the agony was delicious for her. She waited.




    Her patience was rewarded when a small child bolted out in front of her. Aeliea noticed he came from a small group of children with a very pretty brown-haired woman. She pointed at the disobedient child.




    The pretty brunette dared to stand. “Please, no, Your Highness, whose beauty is greater than all others. Spare the child. Take me if you must have someone’s blood.”




    Aeliea smiled wide. She would have both of them in her dungeon, of course. But now was time to play.




    “And you are?” Aeliea kept scanning the crowd.




    “I’m Calista Ventor. I am that child’s teacher. His safety has been left in my hands. I humbly beg you to take me instead.”




    Aeliea let her gaze fall on the begging woman and was instantly angry. The woman looked majestic and unafraid. Aeliea pointed at the child and the woman at the same time.




    The clear sound of a sword being released from its bindings echoed through the street. A warrior stepped out from inside a shop nearby and bravely strode in front of the woman.




    “Markus, no, please. No!” The woman was in a panic.




    He ignored the frantic pleading and locked his deep green eyes on Aeliea. He was tall and well-muscled. His hair was too long and disheveled, but his jaw was strong and his confidence was huge. The hate in his eyes glowed.




    Aeliea felt a huge burst of jealously. The handsome man would dare to stand in front of her guards to protect a lowly pauper?




    “And you, foolish man, why do you stand in front of this woman?” Aeliea tried to look as condescending as she could, but his eyes were searing into her. He was a good ten years older than she and had tremendous poise.




    “This woman is my mother. I will kill all that surround you if you touch her or one of her students. And when they have fallen, I’ll send this blade into your black heart,” Markus snarled at her.




    The guards already had their swords at the ready. The army of men behind her should have boosted her confidence, but the stance of this man, it told of something unusual.




    The woman clutched at his arms and sobbed into his back. “Please, Markus. I’ll not lose my last son. Please, kind princess, listen not to him. He’s mad with grief. He knows not what he does.”




    Markus did not look crazy. He looked ready. Aeliea swallowed against the unfamiliar fear.




    The man kept his eyes on her as he reached his hand behind him, touching his mother’s face. “Mother, I would rather die here in this street than live under the tyranny of that one when she becomes queen.” He turned his head, murmured something, and kissed Calista’s forehead.




    Aeliea was unsettled. The love between the man and his mother angered her. That was the kind of love she wanted from her parents. She came to her solution quickly, which reassured her that she would make an exceptional ruler.




    “Let the woman and child free, if the warrior relinquishes his sword and comes as my prisoner.” She put on a bored façade, but her heart was pounding. This man had defied her, and it was…appealing.




    “Do I have your word, you blood-hungry whore?” he shouted louder than necessary.




    You’ll pay for that, warrior.




    “You have my word as your future queen.” She nodded regally.




    He stepped forward and shook off his wailing mother, then threw down his sword as the soldiers descended on him. Aeliea noticed Calista scurrying the children in her charge down the street and away from the ruckus. Falk seemed to be waiting for further orders. He knew her word meant nothing. He likely expected to be ordered to capture the whole retreating group.




    Aeliea shook her head at him. She watched as the warrior was shackled. His brazen eyes never left her face, daring her to keep her word.




    “Take me home. I have a new toy to play with.” She leaned back in her sedan and waved her hand in the direction of her copious abode.




    Once they arrived, she let them take Markus to the dungeon while she enjoyed a slow meal of cheese, fruits, and wine. Falk fanned her as the warrior consumed her thoughts.




    Tonight I shall have him brought to me.




    “Falk, have the man lashed twenty times for his insolence.”




    He’ll have more humility after I have broken him.




    Aeliea had Demee arrange her hair in long, flowing curls scented deeply with vanilla. She put on a blue silk dress that accentuated her every curve, and then lay down in the center of her bed behind the thick gauze that layered the canopy and provided a barrier from the chill of the room. Candles were scattered around to give a soft glow.




    He was brought in by Falk, who was having trouble with the order to leave the shackled, naked man in her sleeping quarters.




    Falk tried his best to dissuade her. “Your Highness, he threatened to kill you today. You should not be alone with him.”




    Aeliea waved Falk away like a fly. His concern for his own safety outweighed his concern for hers, and he clicked her door shut.




    She looked everywhere but at her captive.




    Part of the game.




    When his shackles jingled slightly, she let her most seductive gaze fall on his face. He was unmoved by her flirtation and glowered at her. Aeliea stood and walked slowly to him, making sure to swing her hips. He watched her like she was a poisonous spider.




    The prisoner was muscled and well-endowed. She began to slowly circle him and smiled triumphantly when she saw that his back was marked with his twenty lashes. He made no noise as she dragged a pinky through one of the large wounds.




    “Your name,” she demanded.
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