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  There’s a place on Mars

  where the women smoke cigars

  and the men go around

  with their wieners hanging down.

   -- children’s ditty
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  A Harlot of Venus


  By the sandy, red banks of Ferentinae Lacus, in Western Arcadia on the planet Mars, stood the majestic City of Venus. The city spread languidly among the quiet delta streams of a wide river that wound its serpentine way down the northern slopes of Nix Olympica to spill into the lake at its southernmost point. The city’s tall translucent spires in myriad pastel shades had scraped the pink sky for two thousand years. Venus was known as the most beautiful city in Arcadia, filled with a kaleidoscopic mixture of ancient architecture and modern sculpture. It overflowed with small museums housing six thousand years of Arcadian artistic masterpieces dating back to prehistoric times.


  The city’s ambience and ubiquitous historical architecture attracted an unceasing flow of artists from near and far. Musicians and sculptors, painters and writers flocked to Venus. The flocks attracted followers aplenty until the city was littered with a carefree bohemian citizenry as colorful as the leaves that scattered through the city’s many parks each autumn.


  Deep canals of cool water carried from the mountains to the south flowed in intricate, lacy patterns throughout the city, winding among the ancient buildings, connecting them with each other and the lake. These canals were perpetually filled with the brisk traffic of small passenger boats, driven by strong young men with wooden poles, and not a few commercial cargo boats carrying goods for distribution around the city. The flamboyantly dressed boatmen often sang as they poled, until the canals were filled with the babble of their musical voices, forming a river of sound in the humid air.


  In that beautiful port of legendary grandeur lived a woman named Cavortia, who was a harlot by trade. That is not to say she was a common whore, for she was not. Rather, she was a licensed independent prostitute; a proud member of a feminine guild who specialized in the arts of love, and traced their origins back into the mists of antiquity.


  Cavortia had narrow eyes of molten gold in which glittered flecks of deep amethyst like a scattering of stars, and hair as deep a blue as the ocean at sunrise. When she shook it free of ribbons, it cascaded in tumultuous curls down her shoulders and back until it reached her narrow waist, accentuating the perfection of her figure and the delightful shape of her long legs. Her skin, which she kept lightly clad in the humid warmth of the Martian summer, was as green as a forest glade in the spring and as smooth as the belly of a summer cloud. Her full lips were an enticing shade of deep violet; her kiss as sweet as the ripest fruits of summer. The gorgeous lines of her straight nose, and the height of her cheekbones, were an utter delight to behold, matching exquisitely her upswept eyebrows of deep blue. She possessed that rarest and most enviable of physical traits: a startlingly beautiful face with no unflattering viewpoint, so that no matter from which direction it was observed, its heart-stopping perfection was unmarred.


  When she was a young woman, she befriended a handsome Scandian sculptor. He was a sensitive man, delicate of build, who had attained some local fame, and was certainly destined for greatness. He tried once to sculpt Cavortia’s likeness in clay, but found her naked body so stunningly beautiful that he swooned, and was unable to complete the work.


  Cavortia was not the oldest prostitute in the city, nor by the estimation of some detractors even the most beautiful, but nonetheless, she was by far the most expensive and the wealthiest. She did not cater to the baser tastes of smelly nomads and raunchy seamen, but to the more refined whims of wealthy merchants from the old families, brave ships’ captains, and exotic adventuring heroes from distant countries. Need did not drive her to her profession, as it did some impoverished girls, for she came from an old landed-family, and enjoyed a close relationship with them. She attended a respectable university in the city, and was well-educated and intelligent. But her sexual appetite was perversely insatiable—from the time of her first awakening sensuality, she desired nothing more of life than to constantly feel the deep probes of a man’s fine tool inside her and pressing down upon her while she gyrated her pelvis and clutched his rippling muscles in her long-fingered hands until her vagina seemed to dissolve in the sweetness of orgasm. She felt lucky to have been honored by acceptance into the guild of licensed independent prostitutes, and to have made a lucrative profession of her favorite pastime.


  But even such an exquisite pleasure as being paid handsomely for engaging unceasingly in one’s favorite sport, and enjoying a ceaseless series of orgasms, can become tiresome after a few years of constant overindulgence. She had been in the profession for five or six years and, not caring to increase her ample riches, became more discerning in her choice of customers.


  Cavortia gradually winnowed her amorous engagements to the point where she had much free time, which she devoted mainly to the study of ancient literature. She was passionate about classical poetry and read all of the books she could find. Only rarely did she see even her favorite customers. When she did, it was chiefly for the sheer joy of sharing with them her favorite pleasurable exercise, and after a time, she ceased to even consider any payment from her chosen few bedfellows. In essence, she retired from the active profession to the quiet life of a wealthy single woman with a number of eager suitors and a few close friends.


  Her favorite partner of all men she had ever met was a foreign merchant and adventurer by the name of Magnanimo, whom she met through a mutual acquaintance during her fourth year in the profession. He was a strapping specimen: a tall, broad-shouldered man of Elysium whose people were widely renowned for their incredible strength and stamina. He habitually wore the tight-fitting trousers of a sailor, which accentuated his ample pelvic endowments. His hair was short-cropped and curly, of a medium-blue shade, and he wore no beard. Initially, his exotic appeal to Cavortia stemmed from the light blue color of his smooth skin and the fact that he, and the males of Elysium in general, had three separate penises which could be utilized in tandem with several partners, or serially to prolong one partner’s pleasure. Cavortia, of course, preferred the latter method, though she did on occasion invite a female friend, or even two, for an evening’s entertainment with Magnanimo.


  Cavortia and Magnanimo became emotionally intimate in a short time, and he grew to love her passionately. As their relationship blossomed over the course of nearly five years, she also came to care for him deeply, and they were more often together than separated. It became his habit to stay with her exclusively when he was in the city, though he retained his own rented lodgings. She refused to marry him, however, insisting that she preferred their relationship as it was. Besides, she rationalized, he was gone frequently on trading voyages, and she insisted that she would have preferred to spend less time worrying about the well-being of a husband. As long as they were not actually married, she said that she felt no obligation to worry about him when he was gone. This answer never quite satisfied Magnanimo, who was completely devoted to her.


  Magnanimo made no demands upon Cavortia at all, and in this he differed from every other man she had known intimately. If she wanted to see him, he was always there, but when she did not need him, he was as instantly absent. His lovemaking, too, was exquisitely satisfying. He knew every corner of her anatomy, and could excite her with the simplest touch. He shared her love of poetry and introduced her to the Elysian classics, which she came to find singularly profound and absorbing. He frequently brought her beautifully bound books of poetry as gifts, knowing that she especially adored the amorous poets and the erotic classics. He never spoke of his origins, but over the years she gathered that he had an unusually broad education and was exceptionally well-travelled. His knowledge of the most obscure subjects was continually surprising to her. There was always enough mystery and novelty about him that she never tired of being with him. She could find no fault with him, and supposed this to be an indication of true love. She began to believe that she had found in him a companion with whom she could joyfully spend the remainder of her life. Perhaps marriage to him was not a thing to fear; they might even have children. Such thoughts began to occur to her more frequently. If she were to marry him, she sometimes thought, he would be no more demanding and no less perfect than she already knew him to be. He might even take her with him on his voyages.


  In her meandering search for a more productive pastime than reading and studying to fill the idle days, Cavortia also took up pottery. She quickly discovered that she had an unusual aptitude for throwing pots, and produced a number of functional items that she was able to sell to her friends without any undue effort; they bargained for the pieces of their own accord. She loved to spin the potter’s wheel with her feet, letting the wet clay stream through her fingers. The moist clay had a sensual feel that she enjoyed immensely. Often she would sit half the day at the wheel, erotically stimulated while she repeatedly shaped a lump of clay; pulling it up into a deep vessel into which she could insert her whole arm, then abruptly pushing it down again into a flattened bowl. Sometimes she made nothing at all, but spun the wheel happily, pushing and molding clay while she relaxed and let her mind wander freely in sexual fantasies. Her first few pieces after obtaining her own wheel were moderately abstract constructions that were extraordinarily phallic in nature. Proudly pointing one out to Magnanimo soon after she took up the hobby, she said, “this one reminds me of you. Do you like it?”


  Magnanimo did find the shape moderately interesting. He put his arm on her shoulder and answered sweetly, “probably not half so much as you like it.”


  “It gives me fantasies,” she answered, sliding her hand up his thigh with a throaty growl. By the time she finished with him, he had to agree that her pottery had a certain piquant sensual appeal, and that he might like to try the craft himself.


  


  * * *


  


  One day in early summer, Magnanimo left the city on one of his frequent voyages. He had only to transact some business in a nearby coastal town, and would be gone but a few days. About this time, Cavortia had been having more serious thoughts of giving in to his requests to join her in marriage, but as yet she had not mentioned this to him. She was still unsure whether that was what she really wanted, though she had ceased to entertain any other lovers. Sometimes she wondered if he had noticed this fact. Standing on her porch to see her lover off, she casually bid him goodbye as if he would be back in the morning. The sky dimmed suddenly, and they both had to laugh when they found that he had chosen a most auspicious moment for his departure: it was just before noon, and there was a rare double eclipse. Phobos and Deimos met the sun simultaneously near the zenith, exchanged their curt greetings, and moved on. He shouldered his bag and hurried down the street in the subdued light.


  The day after Magnanimo left, Cavortia invited her dear friend Vanilla to her home in the evening after attending an afternoon concert at which Vanilla played the viol with her ensemble. She loved to watch her friend caress the instrument between her legs, fondling it delicately with practiced fingers, drawing out the exquisite deep tones with sensuous movements of the bow. The sound reverberated inside Cavortia’s torso to the extent that whenever she watched such a performance she became sexually excited. She often wondered why Vanilla never aspired to be a soloist, but supposed that she could not overcome her innate shyness long enough to perform alone. Vanilla preferred being another anonymous member of the ensemble. Cavortia reflected that her friend was also unconscious of the raw sexual energy that poured from her while she performed.


  Cavortia and Vanilla had been the best of friends since childhood. Though Vanilla herself had never been a prostitute, she was a frequent partner in Cavortia’s sexual escapades, and they had shared a series of handsome lovers over the years. Vanilla was somewhat on the plain side in physical appearance. She was not too thin, and her face was pleasantly round. She wore her hair long, in imitation of Cavortia, but it did not curl the way Cavortia’s hair curled, so she frequently kept it bound up tightly with dull colored ribbons, lending her a severe look. Though she had no specific physical flaws, neither was there anything strikingly beautiful about her appearance. Cavortia had always told her that this was a predictable result of her unflattering attire and bearing. Being somewhat shy with strangers, and lacking graceful poise and fashion sense, she had significant trouble attracting lovers. Men’s eyes would inevitably pass her by. Men who had once shared her bed, however, she had no trouble keeping for as long as she fancied—she learned a great deal about the physical aspects of love from her friend Cavortia. But she never seemed to become deeply interested in any one of her lovers in particular, and she quickly cast them off. Since the two were so close, Vanilla was usually the first friend that Cavortia invited in after Magnanimo returned from a voyage, and after she had already drunk her fill at his throbbing fountain of pleasure. The three of them were comfortable acquaintances and occasional bedfellows.


  The day was hot, so after the concert, Cavortia stopped by the public baths to refresh herself and wash her hair. Vanilla declined an invitation to bathe and waited outside for Cavortia to finish. The two women later sat in Cavortia’s kitchen, dressed in matching summer skirts of bright orange. They sipped tea while Cavortia ran her fingers through her luxuriant hair to dry it, and cast her eyes about the room. Her home was large and comfortable, and recently purchased. Most of the interior had been painted pure white by the previous owner. It lacked furniture, many of its rooms being still entirely empty, but she could not think of what pieces would look well and fill the space advantageously. She thought perhaps she should obtain a library from some estate, as books could easily fill two or three rooms, and she idly wondered where she could find an auction in mid-summer.


  Cavortia pulled open her white blouse and waved the material in the air. The humidity was less oppressive than it had been for some days, but the weather was still hot, and her bath had done little to cool her off. Her hair was drying too slowly. She wished Vanilla had not asked for hot tea, and that she would stop talking about politics. Cavortia was bored and tried to change the subject, but Vanilla kept returning to the issue, and could not be averted.


  “How come you keep talking about politics?” asked Cavortia. There was silence for a moment.


  “I played badly, didn’t I?” Vanilla asked, dipping her finger into her tea cup. It was still too hot to drink. She thought perhaps she should have asked for cold tea.


  “No, you played beautifully. You always play beautifully,” Cavortia answered brightly, and grasped Vanilla’s hand.


  “I don’t practice enough.” She started to pick up her tea cup.


  Cavortia realized the problem. “You’re still menstruating, aren’t you? That’s why you didn’t bathe with me.”


  Vanilla fumbled with her cup of tea, not meeting Cavortia’s eyes. “Mmmm.” Cavortia grabbed the tea cup quickly before it toppled onto the table, then held Vanilla’s hand firmly down on the wooden surface until she released the cup.


  “Did you take the herbs I gave you?”


  Vanilla looked up uneasily. “Yesterday.”


  “Then you should be through today. Did you bleed a lot right after you took them?”


  “All over the place. I ruined an evening dress, too.” Vanilla fidgeted again, twirling her cup. “You know I don’t like such things. It feels unhealthy to bleed so heavily.”


  “But it ends quickly, right? That’s the point: it’s all out in one gush.” Cavortia sipped her tea again and shook out her hair, combing it with her fingers. “There’s no reason you should bleed for ten days when you don’t have to.”


  “I know.” Vanilla was eager to change the subject, so she prattled on about politics. She was not usually interested in such things, but aside from her fidgety mood, the city government had grown oppressive of late, and there was genuine cause for concern.


  “Did you know that three people have been executed in the last ten days?” Vanilla asked, setting down her teacup.


  “No, I hadn’t heard,” Cavortia answered, not paying much attention. Politics had never been her forté. She was hungry, but did not feel like cooking anything, especially in the heat, and thought perhaps the two of them should have an evening out. Maybe they could go to a restaurant. Someplace with music, certainly, and maybe gambling.


  “They were guillotined. Isn’t that awful?”


  Cavortia nodded. “There are a lot of new gambling houses. Have you noticed? I wonder if they changed the district restrictions?”


  Vanilla frowned in exasperation. “You haven’t been listening at all, have you?”


  Cavortia suddenly took her friend’s hand. “Vanilla, let’s forget the political chatter. Why don’t we go out this evening for some recreation?”


  “Not looking for a man, are you?” asked Vanilla shyly.


  “Of course not,” replied Cavortia with a laugh. “It’s just that it sometimes gets tedious when Magnanimo is away so often.”


  “You two are constantly together these days. It’s a serious affair isn’t it?”


  “It’s getting more so, I’ll admit.” Cavortia cupped her hands to her mouth and whispered, “I may actually be in love with him.”


  Vanilla’s eyes leapt open widely and she leaned forward. “Why don’t you marry him, Cavortia?” she asked, grasping her friend’s hand.


  Cavortia took Vanilla’s hand in hers. “I’ve been thinking about that recently.” She paused with a sigh, stroking Vanilla’s palm, drawing circles with her fingernail. “You know, he says that if I master the basics of what he calls ‘serious navigation’ he’ll take me along on a voyage. I almost have him convinced that I don’t need to navigate.”


  Vanilla sighed and squeezed Cavortia’s hand, thinking that nothing quite that romantic ever happened to her. “Oh, Cavortia,” she said, “how can you not wish to marry him immediately? He’s so gorgeous.” Cavortia just laughed and tossed her head to the side.


  Vanilla continued, “He makes love like a dream...”


  “Are you falling for him, too?” Cavortia asked, leaning forward.


  Vanilla flushed, “Oh, no, I was just saying he’s an adequate lover.”


  “Of course.” Cavortia knew better than to believe that. Vanilla really liked him. Perhaps as much as she did.


  After a while, Vanilla mentioned casually that there was a local festival in one particular district that had been recently opened to gambling, so Cavortia convinced her they should pay a visit, and the two set off immediately. Cavortia was in high spirits, and in her friend’s shadow, Vanilla was beginning to recover from her depression. Talking about Magnanimo had helped to brighten her mood.


  They hailed a passenger boat driven by a handsome young man who was gaily dressed in tight fitting clothes striped in bright red and turquoise, with a yellow sash. Cavortia teased him endlessly during their ride, remarking on his seemingly ample tool, for his crotch was bulging as he watched her. He nearly collided several times, having been distracted by her beauty and the way she frequently let her long, slit skirt fall away from her thighs. When they left the boat, Cavortia slipped a hand to his crotch and pecked him on the cheek as she squeezed it. “Perhaps a little later, eh?” she whispered into his ear. The two women laughed, then overpaid him generously with a silver coin. The young man winked and waved boldly as he poled his boat back out into the crowded canal.


  Deimos, the larger and more stately moon, had set in the early evening, and the tiny moon Phobos was streaking alone across the sky, soon to drop over the eastern horizon. The stars had begun to wink into visibility in the darkening sky, but by full darkness there were no moons to greet them. Cavortia and Vanilla walked through the crowded streets, arm in arm, enjoying the scenery. They were in an older neighborhood of lavishly painted decorative architecture which would have been cheerful even had the district not been in the midst of a festival. A large number of people were dressed in semi-transparent or light frilled evening gowns with glittering sea-shell sequins and ells of lace. Most of the crowd had evidently had far too much to drink. Several young couples that they passed in the street were engaged passionately in open alcoves and doorways, oblivious of the crowds. Cavortia pointed out to Vanilla one couple who actually appeared to be discreetly copulating in a doorway while the crowd milled past without noticing. The young woman stood with her back against a painted marble column. Her skirt was pulled up above her knees, and the couple’s hips were rocking together while they smiled at each other. The young man held her billowing skirts behind him with one hand to cover his bare buttocks, and had the other hand behind her head, leaning against the wall.


  Exotic aromas were everywhere, as the street was lined with carts selling fruit and finger foods to all passersby. Cavortia and Vanilla caught snatches of music from each bar and restaurant they passed. A balladeer here, a classical orchestra there, a nomadic ensemble elsewhere. The sounds drifted into the street, mingling with voices of the crowd in an amusing and ever-changing cacophony that rose and fell in waves as they walked along the thoroughfare.


  After walking for some time, laughing and joking about people they each noticed in the crowd, they found themselves near the edge of the district. Much of the crowd had been left behind. The streets were narrow, though well-lit. There were many small balconies with carved railings leaning precariously over the streets. Sometimes aerial bridges arched across a street, connecting buildings via the second or third floor. From many of the balconies hung damp laundry, which sometimes took several days to dry in the warm, humid air. After a while, the two women came to a gambling house at one corner.


  “Ah,” said Cavortia, reading the sign, which was a brightly painted affair covering the whole side of the building. “I’ve heard of this place. Or the proprietor, anyway. Wasn’t there an incident of some kind here a while back?”


  “Cavortia, let’s turn back,” said Vanilla, tugging her arm. She leaned closer and whispered, “it was a murder, Cavortia, and not a very pretty one. Let’s go back.”


  Cavortia was involved in a spirit of adventure, and would not hear of leaving. “Wouldn’t it be rather exciting?” she said, “we might even see some famous underworld figures!” She dragged the reluctant Vanilla by the hand behind her, and they entered the establishment.


  The cavernous room was noisy and crowded, especially around the gaming tables, and filled with the haze of cigar smoke. They managed to find an empty table in the bar and ordered drinks. While they were sipping these, an elderly man in long silvery robes came up to their table. Cavortia knew him at once for a Daedalian by his lack of a true nose. His pale green skin was wrinkled with age and his nasal flaps looked dry and withered at the edges.


  “Good evening,” he said in a soft, raspy voice with a thick foreign accent. Cavortia and Vanilla both replied in kind, smiling faintly up at him.


  The old man continued with a warm smile. “Are you by chance Cavortia, the prostitute?” He inclined his head as he spoke.


  Cavortia laughed aloud. “Well,” she said, “I had no idea my name was so well known.”


  “My master would be interested in obtaining your, uh,” he paused slightly, then continued hesitantly, “...services...for a short while.”


  “No, sorry,” Cavortia replied shaking her head. “I’m retired.” She sent the man away.


  Vanilla leaned toward Cavortia and flared her nostrils, closing her eyes. “Daedalians are so ugly...”


  “I agree.” Cavortia grinned at her friend’s distasteful look. “But they have other admirable qualities.”


  “Such as?” Vanilla took a long sip from her drink.


  Cavortia whispered behind one hand. “Prehensile penises.”


  Vanilla laughed then quietly spit the liquid back into her glass and returned it to the table. She became immediately nervous and stopped laughing, then tried again to coax Cavortia to leave. She had almost succeeded when, a short while later, the old man returned.


  “In that case,” he said, bowing deeply, as he came up to their table again, “my master instructs me to invite both of you...charming ladies...to a private gaming room.” Cavortia’s smile wilted to a tight frown. She picked up her shoulder bag and stood up to leave. “Just for a few games and some conversation, you see,” the man added quickly.


  Vanilla insisted that they should leave. Cavortia, however, although somewhat intrigued, did not want to seem eager in the least to join the man’s master. The Daedalian continued to chatter at them in a breathy rasp, bowing and inviting them away, waving his hand toward the back of the bar.


  “All right,” Cavortia said finally, “just for a little while.” As the man led them away, she said to Vanilla, “I wonder who his master is?”


  Vanilla replied nastily in a whisper, “Don’t be too curious...we should leave right now!”


  Cavortia turned back to Vanilla. “Probably another luscious Daedalian.” They both giggled and continued to follow the man.


  They were led to a smaller private room in the back and introduced to the corpulent master of the establishment, a native of Memnonia whose name was Bubo. His skin was deep red in color, his eyes bulging. Like all Memnonians, he had a set of two long, prehensile tentacles sprouting from the sides of his chest and terminating in long fluffs of sensitive, finger-like cilia. He wore heavy robes and possessed a long beard which was, at the time they entered the room, greasy with animal fat. Wiping his face with a damp cloth as they approached, he attempted to stand up, but his weight pulled him down, and he remained seated.


  “Do come in, Ladies,” Bubo called to them as they approached. His voice sounded deep and oily, though he put on a casual air. He was seated on some thick pillows at a low table spread with the remains of a feast. He shoved aside a couple of his minions and made room for the newcomers on two pillows next to him. Glancing at the women nearby, Cavortia decided they were merely common prostitutes and ignored them as she sat.


  Bubo beckoned a servant with a wave of his arm, then leaned toward Cavortia and asked, “Can I interest you in a cigar, perhaps, or a drink?” His breath was foul and tinged with the smell of meat. He rested one heavy elbow on the table.


  “Yes, maybe I will indulge myself,” Cavortia answered simply, with no warmth. She sat with her hands in her lap, trying to stay well away from her host. The servant soon returned bearing cigars and tall yellow drinks. Each glass also contained a split cukeyfruit. The fruits were supposed to be set upright in the glasses, but they were overripe, and hung limply. Cavortia laughed to herself at the drôll display of poor taste. The cigars, however, were slender imported affairs of high quality, having a light smoke and mild, pleasant odor.


  Lighting a cigar from the oil lamp on her table, Cavortia said, “I’ve never been to an establishment like this.” Putting one hand on the floor behind her, she leaned back with studied sophistication, and looked around. There were several gaming tables crowded with customers who seemed to be enjoying themselves. At one table people were playing a card game; at another a large spinning wheel with black and white numbers, against which people appeared to be making bets. It seemed like a large crowd for an ostensibly private gaming room. She wondered how they were all related to their host.


  Bubo lost no time in coming to his point. “Are you from Argyre, then?” he asked suddenly.


  Cavortia rolled her eyes back, but then smiled. “No, I’m Arcadian. My mother is from Argyre,” she replied, puffing a stream of light smoke into the air above her. She thought he was probably too dull to understand the distinction between race and citizenship.


  “Ah, then you’re half Argyran,” Bubo said, moving closer. “It’s true, then, what they say about Argyran women?” His long beard bobbed up and down comically when he talked.


  Cavortia cringed as she caught the scent of his foul breath again. “I suppose it is.” The women of Argyre, halfway around the globe on a high plateau in the southern hemisphere, were sought after among those who had heard of Argyre, for their scent. They exuded a kind of potent aphrodisiac perfume, when sexually aroused, from tiny glands in their vaginal canals. She had known merchants to come from all over Arcadia and pay rather excessive sums simply to lie with their faces snuggled between her thighs, smelling this perfume and stroking her lightly.


  “Ah, yes.” Bubo moved even closer, squirming on the pillows. “I should like to find out for myself sometime.”


  “But as I said, I’m retired,” she said firmly. His fetid breath rather nauseated her and she thought she should soon leave the place. She probably should have followed Vanilla’s advice earlier.


  After a few more moments, politely trying to indulge their host, Cavortia and Vanilla were persuaded to join him at a roulette table. It was the table where she had previously noticed the large spinning wheel. Cavortia had never gambled in her life. The city had always had well-enforced restrictions on gambling districts, until fairly recently, and she did not frequent the sort of districts where gambling was formerly the main attraction. She kept her wallet firmly in view, and was careful to bet conservatively.


  Vanilla did not play at all, but sat mutely sipping her drink with a frightened look, chewing on her unlit cigar. When she finished her drink, she bit into the overripe cukeyfruit, enjoying its sweet taste which was by then suffused with alcohol. Glancing at Cavortia, she crossed her eyes and made motions as if she were performing fellatio, flicking her tongue across the tip of the dripping fruit. Cavortia giggled silently and put down several bronze coins on the table.


  Bubo tried once again to interest Cavortia in selling her wares, but again she refused. She tried to make light of it by pointing out again that she was retired, and that he could have his pick of many other women. She waved a hand toward a number of delightful young women who were serving guests in this very room. All were dressed in translucent shirts with short red sashes that hid little but their pubic areas. Their round rumps were clearly visible, rolling enticingly as they walked.


  Bubo glanced where she pointed. “Ah, but none of them are Argyran,” he answered with a smile.


  “There are other Argyran women in Venus, for a man with the right price,” Cavortia answered, “perhaps I can find you one.” For a price.


  Bubo frowned briefly, but a fawning smile soon replaced it. “A gesture I would appreciate warmly,” he replied, touching her leg experimentally with a tentacle.


  The evening wore on in much the same manner. Vanilla’s nervousness increased while Cavortia became interested in the game and was rather excited to win a few coins. She repeatedly brushed aside Bubo’s roving tentacles, which exhibited a tendency to slip around her waist and caress one or the other of her lower pair of breasts. Not wanting to openly insult her host, the next time it happened, she carelessly dropped her lighted cigar, which came to rest on his tentacle. He jumped up screaming, but was quickly calmed when she politely apologized for her carelessness, putting a whine into her voice. She regretted having to burn a hole in her own blouse, but the tentacle did not re-appear around her waist thereafter.


  After she had a number of drinks, Cavortia felt dazed. Vanilla was only on her second drink, continuing to sit silently at the table, but she was looking tired and distracted. Cavortia began to notice that the male servants seemed to be dressing more and more strangely as the evening went on. Their hair appeared in wilder coiffures, tied above their heads in the shapes of penises or small animals. They appeared in different clothing each time she saw them. After watching them glide to and fro for some time, she noticed that they all appeared to be going bottomless as well, dressed only in gaudy shirts hung with little bells, and open in front to reveal their bare chests—covered with wriggling hairs like tiny worms. She found herself staring at them increasingly as they passed, each one stranger than the last. Their sexual organs exhibited an amazing variety of sizes and types, some curling about their knees like serpents, some bouncing daintily along with their tips held high as their owners walked. Some of the organs had eyes or tongues that darted about as if sniffing the air, searching for her. They seemed to know her.


  In reality nobody was dressed so fancifully: Bubo had slipped a strong hallucinogenic drug into one of her drinks earlier in the evening, and it had begun to take effect. The game grew immensely more interesting thereafter, and the ball seemed to be ablaze, jumping and cavorting across the roulette wheel with a life of its own. It winked at Cavortia and skittered away, only to bounce back and roll drunkenly across the table, then make a face at her and change color. Cavortia began to play more carelessly as she lost track of the boundaries of reality. When she looked back on the evening later, after some vague point she ceased to recall events at all and her vivid memories of the hallucinations faded into oblivion.


  Bubo was a villainous man without scruples, and not beyond pursuing his desires through devious, or even illegal, means. He ran several large gambling establishments in the city and was less than an honest shopkeeper. He had strong connections to the underworld and to various smuggling operations, as well as having highly placed friends in the city government. It was he, in the main, who had lobbied heavily for removal of all restrictions concerning gambling houses, which allowed him to spread his web across the city, growing ever richer and bolder in his plans.


  As a man of means, he had heard of Cavortia innumerable times, but never hoped to meet her as they moved in completely different social spheres. He was thus pleasantly surprised to be informed that she had been spotted having a drink in his gambling den, even while he himself was having dinner in the back. It was a stroke of good fortune, and he presumed that the woman would be easily persuaded to vend her wares to him. When she refused his first straightforward offer, he quickly hatched a plot to capture her favors forcefully; by drugging her if he could. As soon as she and Vanilla lost consciousness at the roulette table and collapsed, he instructed his servants to haul them both to a suite of rooms above the main hall. He found Vanilla of no consequence, so he locked her in one room to sleep while he enjoyed Cavortia’s body in another.


  Bubo found, as he stripped off Cavortia’s skirt and blouse that her body was certainly all it had been rumored to be. He knew that her four well-rounded breasts, in two pairs, were typical of Argyran females, but he had never seen a naked Argyran woman. He stimulated Cavortia’s clitoris by prodding with his cilia-tipped tentacles. Her strong vaginal aroma was delightfully intoxicating. He spread her legs, drenched in the aromatic dew, and dabbed the liquid around her pubic mound. Alas, he thought regretfully, since she was unconscious, he would be unable to verify for himself her legendary sexual technique. At that moment, he hatched a plan to keep her until he could indulge his curiosity. He decided to accuse her of running up a large gambling debt. Perhaps he could keep her around long enough for her to willingly display her techniques.


  In the meantime, there was nothing to stop him from copulating with her as she lay unconscious. He stepped out of his own heavy robes of Scandian brocade, baring his long, erect member. Leaping heavily on her prone form and forcing aside her smooth, green legs with his knees, he rammed his penis to the hilt inside her with a single stroke. Her vagina was extraordinarily soft and nicely lubricated, though because she was unconscious and unable to control her musculature, it yielded somewhat too readily to be fully satisfactory. He was unable to contain his lust, which had been building all evening while his throbbing penis struggled to escape his loincloth. He let his tentacles wander over her breasts, tickling and squeezing the purple nipples with his hands, as he pumped his hips quickly. He lay heavily over her and chewed on the erect nipples. Instantly, his pleasure mounted, and with a few deep, quick thrusts, he ejaculated inside of her with a grunt of pleasure, and wiggled his hips. He pulled his penis out quickly, sitting back as he gasped for breath. Then he watched with fascination while a flow of thick semen dribbled out of her vaginal tunnel, which was still opened wide after his sudden retraction. What a magnificent body, he thought, letting his eyes rove admiringly over her forest-hued breasts and hips. He longed to mount her when she was awake and could keep up her end of the performance. He imagined himself pulling apart her legs forcefully and driving his penis deep inside her while she writhed under his firm hold and cried for mercy.


  


  * * *


  


  Cavortia was extremely surprised much later to find herself waking up. At first she was disoriented. She was in a bed that she did not recognize and lay on a cold damp spot. Feeling it, she knew it immediately for semen without putting her fingers to her nose. Then turning over suddenly, she found the obese Bubo stretched out next to her, fast asleep and breathing evenly. He grunted and moved his hips slightly. Horrified to think that he had raped her, she jumped up from the bed and began searching for her clothes. Bubo awoke as she rummaged around the room, opening drawers and lifting piles of pillows. She finally found her skirt wadded up under a blanket.


  “You drugged me,” she accused him angrily, pulling on her skirt. She was breathing heavily, her anger building, while she folded her skirt closed and tied the sash quickly.


  “I did nothing of the sort,” he said sweetly. “You did get roaring drunk, I’m afraid.”


  “And you raped me, you Memnonian slime!”


  “No, no, nothing of the sort,” he repeated, sitting up. “You insisted that we come here.”


  “And where is Vanilla?” she screamed.


  “She is fine, don’t worry. We’ve let her go,” he replied smoothly. “I suppose you don’t remember how you ended up here, do you?”


  Bubo went on to relate a story that she had difficulty believing at first. He said that she had begun betting more heavily throughout the evening, and eventually asked to borrow small sums from him.


  “I gladly loaned you such paltry sums, of course,” he said. He got up to put on his loincloth and robes. “But you kept losing, my dear.”


  “Don’t call me ‘dear,’” she hissed at him. She still could not find her blouse.


  “All right, calm yourself,” he said, holding out both palms. “Sit down, please.” He motioned toward the bed.


  “I’ll stand.” She stood in her skirt and folded her arms tightly over her breasts. Realizing that she could not cover all four of them at once, she simply put her hands on her hips and glared at him, thrusting her chest forward. Let him look, she thought. He’ll never touch them again.


  Bubo continued with his story. After he had loaned her a total of ten thousand gold pieces, he said that he told her repeatedly that she had not only too much drink, but possibly would not be able to pay the debt.


  “So, I told my people at the tables to not allow you to play any further,” he continued.


  Cavortia was shocked at the amount he mentioned. Ten thousand gold pieces was a goodly sum indeed. She could not quite imagine herself being so stupid, but she could recall absolutely nothing but the strange young men running around half naked. And their penises!


  “And so,” he said, sitting down on the bed and adjusting the front of his robe, “to settle our score, you (rather lustily, I’ll say) agreed to abide here in my service for twenty days, to work off your debt at five hundred gold pieces per day.”


  “Ridiculous,” Cavortia spat. She began rummaging around the blankets, still searching for her blouse.


  “Though I admit the price was quite high, I’m an amiable man, so I accepted your offer.”


  The story might well have been a fabrication, but Cavortia had no proof with which to refute him. “You’re lying,” she shot back, still rummaging for her blouse.


  “I have your signed letter to prove it,” Bubo answered calmly. He further claimed that Vanilla had soon passed out, and was taken upstairs to sleep off her drunkenness.


  Cavortia could not even depend on Vanilla as a witness. She argued with him at length, then was stunned when he called a guard who produced a letter that appeared to be written by her own hand. After he left, she finally found her blouse and put it on, then tied up the front. Imagine, she thought, having to spend twenty days with a loathsome meat-eating slob like Bubo. If his disgusting tentacles did not kill her, his foul breath might choke her to death. She could not even remember what they had done the previous evening, but from his innuendo, she seemed to have treated him to a spectacular performance. She was disappointed in herself for allowing this to happen and could hardly believe she had been so stupid as to ignore Magnanimo’s warnings about gambling; and to ignore her own better judgement about drinking heavily in an unknown establishment. Weighing her choices briefly, she decided that the best means of preserving her reputation would be to keep the agreement. Resigned to the inevitable, she hoped the time would pass quickly. She felt like a dumb young harlot on her first night out.


  At that point, Cavortia’s sense of honor told her that she really had little choice but to work off her debt cheerfully. Bubo was also quick to point out to her that the alternatives were rather unpleasant, and that he had no wish to subject her to them. She could return his ten thousand in gold immediately or be hauled off to jail for betting with insufficient funds to cover incurred debt. This had only recently become a serious offence, since the gambling dens began to spread beyond their traditional districts. Formerly it would have been judged minor, and the offender given a simple repayment schedule in court. Cavortia did not have such a large sum in ready cash, though she could certainly have raised it given enough time. Her assets were worth more than that, but it would be extremely embarrassing for her to liquidate any of her long-term investments to pay off a gambling debt to a Memnonian fool like Bubo. He later allowed her to write a letter to Vanilla, explaining the situation. She wrote that she had, in an inebriated state, apparently fallen into debt and would stay until she had repaid him. He sent the letter out with a servant to be delivered to Vanilla’s home.


  For the next three days, Bubo and Cavortia hardly left his bedroom. He had a heroic sexual appetite, though it did not quite match her own when she was in good form, and they copulated several times each day in a variety of poses. She tried to teach him some new sexual techniques, and vary their positions in order to keep her mind off the physical disgust she felt each time his thick penis penetrated her. Every time he plunged into her, she told herself there were only a few more days, and that she deserved getting it unwillingly for having been so stupid. Patience now would save her later social embarrassment.


  They also bathed together. Cavortia was obliged to wash his lumpy body all over and accept his heated tool even in the bath, where she would have welcomed some relaxation. There was little respite from his unwanted attentions, except when he was eating or sleeping. She knew that, legally speaking, none of this could be classified as rape, but she felt demeaned by his treatment, even though she tried to tell herself it was fair penance for stupidity. She tried to resist having any orgasms at all, though a few times she could not help it; she tried to hide them from him, to give him no encouragement or sense of conquest. The actual act of copulation was not unpleasant and she enjoyed the genital sensations as much as ever, but she was disgusted by his body and manners. As a professional though, she decided perhaps she could learn something from the experience, and she began to treat each day as a course of study. She had never before practiced feigning sexual aloofness, and attempting to deal with him on a purely technical basis was in itself exciting.


  One time, after Bubo had mounted her from behind in the bath and pumped a stream of semen across her clean back, he turned to her as they were drying themselves with large, fluffy towels.


  “Ah, the sweet smell of your cunt is positively invigorating,” he remarked, sliding his tentacle between her thighs. A wave of disgust went through her; she had never liked crude terms like ‘cunt’. She clamped her legs together over his cilia, but he did not remove the tentacle.


  “Someone should bottle those juices and sell them,” he went on. Her skin crawled. She thought with revulsion that only a maniac like Bubo could think of such a method of making a profit.


  “Perhaps you’re right,” she said, forcing herself to smile. Reluctantly, she opened her legs, gently removed his tentacle, and patted herself dry.


  When she thought about his remarks later in bed, though, she was actually intrigued with the idea and felt a tingle between her legs. She laughed to herself as she thought of rooms filled with panting Argyran women who sat masturbating wildly with cukeyfruits as their vaginal fluids dripped into small perfume bottles held pendant below them. As the bottles were filled up, she imagined that muscular attendants with bulging codpieces would whisk them away and replace them with fresh bottles. People would be lined up in the streets with purses full of gold to purchase the bottles. Women and men alike would dab the perfume behind their ears, or spread it along their necks. People would order bottles of it in restaurants, and lovers would sip it daintily together.


  On the fifth day, as Bubo was preparing to go out, he requested that Cavortia accompany him. Thereafter, she was obliged to attend dinners with him, and to be seen with him in public, being introduced as his mistress. He took her along in his chauffeured boats to visit various business associates and to make the rounds of his establishments. He delighted in showing her off in public. She did learn the extent of his trade rather well and took a detached interest in learning about the underworld. After twelve days, she had had quite enough of his constant boasting, and was anxious to find a way to settle her debt with monetary means. She no longer cared about honor or embarrassment. Bubo would not hear of such a thing.


  “No no, my dear,” he said as he fondled both pairs of breasts with his red tentacles, then slipped one between her legs to fondle her. “It’s only a few more days, so why put yourself out all those thousands of gold pieces, eh? Besides, this is your profession, isn’t it?”


  “As I’ve told you repeatedly, Bubo darling,” she whispered in his ears, “I’m retired; really I am.” He had requested that she call him ‘darling’ in public, though she detested saying it.


  While all of these activities were transpiring, Cavortia sent short letters to Vanilla every two days, assuring her friend that everything was fine, and that she would soon be home. In those letters, she confided a few funny stories about Bubo to assure Vanilla that she really was all right. But Vanilla never received the letters: they were all intercepted and none was ever delivered by Bubo’s servants. Even the first letter Cavortia sent was waylaid, and in its place a forgery with quite different content was delivered.


  


  * * *


  


  Vanilla, after passing out in Bubo’s gambling den, far from being sent to sleep in another room and then escorted home afterwards, had been tossed bodily into the street as soon as she regained consciousness. She was informed that Cavortia was staying with the master. The servant who threw her out assured her that if Bubo had been in a foul mood, he would have had her thrown in jail as a vagrant. Spitting at her as she got up from the gutter, he laughed and slid the door closed.


  Vanilla made her way home alone by begging a ride of a kind young boatman. The next morning a note from her friend was delivered to her door by a regular courier. It said simply that Cavortia had decided to spend some time with Bubo, and that she would be home later. The note was written and signed in Cavortia’s hand, so Vanilla thought nothing of it. Apparently Cavortia saw more in the disgusting Memnonian than she did. Perhaps it was his money that attracted her, Vanilla thought. It certainly could not be his physical charms, for he had none. He was overweight, with a stringy beard and foul breath that stank of meat. His tentacles she found repulsive.


  Two days after Cavortia’s gambling spree, Magnanimo returned to the City of Venus. After perfunctorily unpacking his bags in his rented rooms near the harbor, he went immediately around to see Cavortia, and was surprised to find that she was not at home. The closest neighbors, a retired gentleman and his wife, had not seen her for several days either. They admitted that it seemed unlike Cavortia to be gone for any length of time. She generally lived a quiet life and was home nearly every day. Believing something to be amiss, Magnanimo sent notes around to a few friends, but none of them had seen Cavortia either. Vanilla, however, sent back a polite note asking him to please visit her. The next day he went to see her, hoping that she had further information.


  When Magnanimo arrived at the door of Vanilla’s apartment, she rushed to him and threw her arms around him, weeping. “Magnanimo,” she cried, “she’s run off with that obnoxious Bubo! We have to get her back!”


  “Wait, calm down,” he said, patting her shoulders and embracing her loosely. “Who is Bubo?” Vanilla was an emotional woman, but she rarely displayed such a distraught spectacle. She had certainly never rushed to embrace him. He led her back into the apartment, slipped off his sandals in the entryway, and slid the door closed behind them.


  They sat in the sunken living area on pillows, and he was finally able to calm her down enough to elicit the story of their fateful evening at Bubo’s gambling den. The story bothered and depressed him tremendously, but he tried to make light of it.


  “She should have been smarter than that,” Magnanimo said disgustedly when she had finished. “I’ve told her about the dangers of gambling.” He lightened his tone. “I can’t quite understand it, of course, but if she wants to stay with him, that’s her business.”


  “But she can’t possibly be interested in that foul-smelling slob!” Vanilla said, “He’s utterly disgusting. And a meat-eater, Magnanimo. And he has this awful servant who’s a Daedalian...” Vanilla continued on, describing Bubo in detail, then told him about Cavortia’s letter. “Read her letter yourself,” she said, jumping up from the pillows to fetch it. Magnanimo opened and read it quickly with some unease, then folded it again.


  “Maybe you should go and talk to her,” Vanilla suggested, seating herself next to him.


  “She distinctly says not to bother her,” Magnanimo mumbled, handing back the letter. “It doesn’t seem like her, but...”


  “But what?” Vanilla tossed the letter onto the table.


  “I’ll have to respect her wishes. You know I’ve always scrupulously respected her privacy,” he concluded. “Ah, well,” he sighed, “we’ll wait and see if she sends another.” Though he tried to brush the story off, inside he was puzzled. He was very much in love with Cavortia, and could not understand her behavior. He had almost believed that she loved him as well. At least she could have written him a letter. But, she was a free woman, and he thought that perhaps he’d simply lost her to another man. Perhaps she was not to be with him after all. This was difficult to accept, but it could happen, he reasoned, as they had no particular holds on each other, aside from their mutual respect; and what he had thought was their love. That made it difficult to understand, but he had known people to behave in far more irrational ways when incited by love or lust, or even money.


  That evening, Vanilla and Magnanimo soothed each other by sharing a cozy dinner in one of their favorite quiet restaurants, lulled by a single balladeer with a lute. Thereafter, they took a leisurely, scenic route via passenger boat back to Vanilla’s apartment. It was near midnight and the small moon Phobos was high in the sky, racing through the twinkling river of stars. Deimos was shortly due to rise. They asked the boatman to stop, and they watched the night sky, while they drifted in the center of the grand canal to the sound of their boatman’s crooning ballads. Deimos rose slowly from the east between the spires of the government complex and the grand cathedral, while Phobos glided silently down from above, and passing across the face of Deimos, disappeared below the horizon.


  After reaching Vanilla’s house very late, they further consoled each other with a nightcap. As Magnanimo poured out two glasses of a sweet Elysian wine, he fleetingly thought of telling her who he really was. Vanilla said something that distracted him, and the appropriate moment slipped away as it always had whenever he thought of admitting his identity.


  They sat side by side on brocaded pillows, and Magnanimo put his arm around her. She responded in kind, sliding both arms around his chest. They were not shy with each other, for they had made love many times, though always with Cavortia. Her absence hung thickly between them. Vanilla moved closer to him and kissed his neck. Tears dropped onto his shoulder. He returned her kiss warmly, brushing her tears with his thumbs, and they continued to kiss quietly, each drawing warmth from the other’s response.


  The touches alleviated their sadness somewhat, and they continued, by silent mutual consent, knowing that it was a prelude to lovemaking. She removed her skirt—untying it, then slowly unwinding the wrapping while she gazed at him questioningly, she pulled off his tight trousers. He removed her shirt slowly, drawing his hands across the green expanse of her muscular shoulders, then down to fondle her two small breasts with a light touch, admiring the lavender nipples. Lying close together on the pillows, they made love slowly and tenderly, more for the closeness they both needed than for the physical pleasure their melancholy coupling afforded. They brought each other slowly to a mutual climax that was remarkable for the gentleness of its prolonged onset and the plaintive way it dissolved into emptiness. Later, they fell asleep in each other’s arms.


  


  * * *


  


  Magnanimo had a devoted man-servant, an elderly Elysian man with the nick-name of Drydock, who had accompanied him for years both at home and on his various voyages. The next day, Magnanimo sent a messenger for Drydock, and when he came, asked him to inquire around discreetly about Cavortia’s whereabouts. Meanwhile, Magnanimo stayed with Vanilla in her apartment. Drydock obligingly dressed as a beggar and set off on this task. Two days later, he returned.


  “She is indeed residing with Bubo the Merchant,” Drydock informed him upon his return. He stood stripping himself of the filthy robes he had donned, his thin hands almost unwillingly touching the garments.


  “And how is she?” Magnanimo asked anxiously, handing him a damp towel.


  “She seems to be in good health. I saw only a glimpse of her,” Drydock said, wiping his bony face with the towel. He started to get into his own robes. “She was hanging upon his arm vapidly as they got into a boat to leave one of his gambling dens.”


  “Vapidly?” Magnanimo asked with a smile.


  “Not very lively, I mean.”


  Magnanimo twisted up his lip and rubbed his chin. “You saw or heard nothing else?”


  “No, Magnanimo. I was unable to approach very closely.” He folded the towel neatly. “If we had been at home, sir...”


  “I know. Don’t remind me, please.”


  “Very well.” Drydock looked downcast. “I do hope she is well.”


  Magnanimo thanked Drydock and sent him away to watch over his own rented rooms. He still had a difficult time believing that Cavortia would desert him for a villain like Bubo, but the evidence was plain, and unless she specifically requested his presence, he felt bound to abide by what she had said in her letter. He did wonder why Drydock felt she looked vapid, but decided that he should try to forget about her, though the process would be painful. Perhaps he should hire a ship to take him up the north shore of Ferentinae Lacus. If it was to be a holiday rather than a trading voyage, perhaps he should invite Vanilla along as a friendly gesture. Losing Cavortia did not mean that he should abandon their mutual friends. Both of them, he knew, could do with a change of scene to help them forget about Cavortia. Vanilla was a very fine woman, too, he thought, and she had been a friend for a long time. That thought was still clinging to him two days later when he began preparations for an extended journey.


  


  * * *


  


  On the sixteenth day of Cavortia’s servitude to Bubo, he gave a grand dinner party. Cavortia was present, seated on Bubo’s left, trying to appear amused. She was tired and annoyed, but forced herself to at least stay alert. Bubo’s wife Kotzia—for he was married, as might happen even to a brigand—sat upon his right. Kotzia was also Memnonian, and seemed emaciated, especially by comparison with Bubo’s great girth. She had a hooked nose that was too large for her long, thin face, and she bundled her hair in an unbecoming manner on top of her head, tying it up with gaudy jewels. Bubo tried to ignore his wife throughout the early part of the evening. She, however, did not ignore Bubo, though the games she played made it appear that she was ignoring him. She constantly attempted to get his attention by flirting with various young men about the table, flailing her tentacles everywhere, and loudly insulting Cavortia for all to hear. The evening was not going as pleasantly as Bubo had planned, and his important guests seemed somewhat put off by Kotzia’s rude behavior. Bubo began to fear that he would lose a potentially lucrative business deal, but dared not tell his rancorous wife to be silent.


  At length, Cavortia excused herself saying that she had to relieve her bladder. She discreetly extricated Bubo’s left tentacle from between her legs, where the repulsive creature had kept it most of the evening, casually probing her genitals, often thrusting his cilia inside her suddenly and running the tentacle up and down her legs, leaving damp traces of honey. She stood up and left the room. Immediately after she had left, Kotzia made a similar excuse and followed her out.


  In the women’s lounge Cavortia relieved herself, crouching down and urinating into a chamber pot in one of the open stalls. She went to wash her hands and face at one of several basins that stood upon a table nearby, then she wiped her face, and splashed water upon her naked legs. She was wearing a short skirt that Bubo had insisted upon. As she stood wiping her legs on a large towel, Kotzia entered the lounge.


  “Wiping off Bubo’s slime, are you?” asked Kotzia rudely as she caught sight of Cavortia bent over.


  “Frankly, yes, I am,” Cavortia spit back, tossing the towel onto a table. She softened her tone, attempting to remain calm. “You needn’t insult me. I’ll be out of here in another four days, in case you’re not counting.”


  “You are a fool, Cavortia,” Kotzia said with a sneer. “I don’t see what my husband finds so attractive about a common slut like you. You must have a cunt the size of a washbasin for him to wallow in.”


  Cavortia flushed, unused to such brazen insults, and felt a sudden burst of rage in her chest. “I’m sure it’s smoother than your dusty old snatch, Kotzia,” she said angrily, walking toward the door. “In any case, I won’t be around here a moment longer than it takes to work off my debt.”


  Kotzia laughed. “You filthy whore! You’re such a naïve fool!” She jumped in front of Cavortia as she said this, blocking the door. “Why when I heard how he tricked you into becoming his ‘mistress’...”


  She got no further than that word. The seed of Cavortia’s anger burst and she slammed her fist into Kotzia’s chest. The older woman fell with a wheezing gasp and Cavortia grabbed her by the hair as she tumbled.


  “What did you say, you sand-filled daughter of a harpy?” She bared her teeth to hiss at Kotzia, pulling tightly on her hair and jerking back her neck. “Did you say he tricked me?” Her face was burning with the heat of anger and her heart pounded with rage. She felt her self-control slipping away. Kotzia hung limply, her green eyes rolling back; on the verge of passing out, she was gasping for breath, gulping air.


  “What did you say? Sandy-cunt!” Cavortia grabbed one of Kotzia’s two breasts through the material of her ostentatious gown. The breast was long and tubular, affording Cavortia a good hold upon it. She began twisting and yanking on it, then dragged Kotzia to the wash basin by one breast, feeling the mammary glands pulling apart under the weight of her body. Kotzia was spitting and gasping, clawing at Cavortia’s arms while Cavortia shoved her face under the water. “Tell me, old harpy!” She released Kotzia and let her drop to the floor, then sat on her holding her chin roughly with one hand.


  “He...” Kotzia gasped, “tricked you...told you...you lost at the tables. So he could...sleep with you...diseased...SLUT...” Kotzia could not talk any more and began to wheeze.


  Cavortia, in a rage of hysteria against her own stupidity, had wrapped both hands around the older woman’s throat and started squeezing. “And don’t ever call me a slut!” she rasped, “I’m a guild woman.” She continued squeezing slowly until she began to sweat from the exertion, then she banged the back of Kotzia’s head on the stone floor. Panting, she let go of the neck, letting Kotzia’s head flop to the floor. Her hands were shaking as she knelt, and panic shot up her spine: the woman was dead.


  Quickly regaining her wits, Cavortia stripped Kotzia to her undergarments. Still shaking from her exertion, she laughed helplessly at the lacy frills Kotzia wore under her brocade; Kotzia had probably not so much as seen her husband’s stiff blade in years, let alone dance around him in lacy undergarments. No amount of lace could make her attractive, even to a lecher like Bubo. Setting aside the gown and undergarments, Cavortia tied Kotzia’s hands and legs together, binding her up into a fetal ball. She stripped herself, then donned the old woman’s clothing, and finding a thin veil in a pocket of the gown, also donned it. Taking Kotzia’s elaborate hair pins, she used them to pin up her own hair, desperately hoping nobody walked in, until she remembered that they were the only two women at the party—except for the servant girls. Kotzia’s skirt was far too short for her, but a quick look into a mirror convinced her it was enough of a disguise to get her out of the building. Satisfied of that, she lifted Kotzia’s small body, and dumped it in the furthest stall from the door.


  As casually as she could, her hands icy and trembling, Cavortia left the lounge. Instead of walking back down the hall to where the party was being held, she turned the other direction, descended the back stairs, and let herself out through the tradesmen’s entrance into a narrow alley behind the building. The alley was foul smelling and dark. There were no lights but those visible in the windows of the restaurant building. She stopped briefly trying to orient herself. Deciding on a direction, she struck out, running down the alley toward distant lights. She had forgotten to take Kotzia’s sandals and had difficulty running quickly in bare feet. She kept stepping in muck and upon small stones that jabbed at her feet painfully, but she soon came to a crowded avenue running along a major canal, and there she hired a boat.


  Shortly after Cavortia slipped away, Bubo noticed that both she and his wife had been gone for far too long, so he sent one of the servant girls to fetch them back to the party. This girl immediately came rushing back and, screaming incoherently, cowered at Bubo’s feet in tears. After she managed to say that Kotzia was dead in the lounge, Bubo sent one of his men ahead, then followed himself to see.


  Bubo and his man, a trusted guard, discovered Kotzia’s naked body lying as Cavortia had left it. Bubo let out a howl of laughter at seeing his wife’s predicament. Then they untied her and stretched her out atop some towels that they spread on the floor. One breast had been nearly ripped away from her chest and was twisted at an odd angle. She was still breathing faintly.


  Bubo frowned deeply and pulled on his beard. “Ah, so Cavortia didn’t quite finish her off,” he said to his man. Then he had a typically wicked idea. He had been trying to rid himself of the wretched woman for years, but she came from a powerful family and refused to be divorced. In a flash of inspiration, he saw that this was an opportunity that simply could not be missed. He would find a way to explain it to his wife’s relatives. Bending over his man, he whispered, “Slit her throat.”


  Unquestioning, the man drew his sword and slit her from ear to ear with a clean, professional stroke, then stepped back as deep orange blood gushed across the floor. A servant started to enter, then backed away from the door. The guard stepped to the basin, washed his blade in silence, and returned it to its scabbard. They soon called in several other servants to carry away the woman’s body. Bubo took care to wail and tear at his hair crying loudly, “My wife! That wretched whore has killed my wife! Oh Kotzia! Come back my dearest wife!”


  The party was quickly brought to a close and the guests were hustled away. Bubo, ever cognizant of business, took special care to see that his associates would grant him another opportunity to discuss their deal. When the guests had all departed, leaving their condolences behind, Bubo lost no time in sending for the city guards. At the same time, he dispatched some of his own men to search for Cavortia.


  “When you find her,” he instructed his men, “don’t harm her. Bring her directly back to me.” She was too good to waste, and he could have some fun torturing her when he accused her of murdering his wife, before handing her over to the authorities for execution. Secretly, he thanked the gods for his good fortune in being rid of Kotzia forever.


  


  * * *


  


  Long after midnight, having taken a circuitous route and changing boats frequently, Cavortia arrived at Vanilla’s apartment. She was calm enough to be breathing evenly, but she was dizzy. Vanilla let her in, staring at her clothing with wrinkled eyebrows. Cavortia dropped to the floor exhausted.


  “What are you wearing, Cavortia?” Vanilla asked staring down at her friend. None of the clothes fit Cavortia at all well. They should have been gorgeous, but they were rumpled and torn, as if she had been chased by a manticore.


  Cavortia laughed, and rolled onto her back. “I come back in this state, and you ask me what I’m wearing?” She coughed and sat up. “Just get me some tea, Vanilla!”


  Vanilla poured her some strong, cold tea, and after resting, Cavortia told her tale. The attack on Kotzia had released anger and frustration that she hardly believed she had harbored—she was left with nothing but calm exhaustion, and told the tale as simply as she could, without malice.


  Vanilla was frightened when she heard the story. “We must get you out of the city, Cavortia!” she yelled, grasping Cavortia’s arm. “They’ll execute you if they find you.”


  “They’ll probably execute you, too, if they find me here,” Cavortia replied. “We must both leave. We don’t have a choice.” Cavortia changed into travelling clothes and took a small bundle of other clothes to change into. She also accepted a small purse full of gold coins from Vanilla.


  “You get away, Cavortia,” said Vanilla, pushing her toward the door. “I’ll go to Magnanimo, and then I’ll get away from Venus as soon as I can. Listen, we’ll meet you at that place in the park where we had that lovely picnic last spring. You remember?”


  “That should be secluded enough for a while. Come quickly, though.” Cavortia started out the door.


  “Here, you’ll need this too,” Vanilla said, shyly pressing a bundle into her hand. It was a small book.


  “What is it?” Cavortia asked.


  “My copy of the s’Lamah dun’Qua.”


  “Thank you, dearest Vanilla,” Cavortia whispered, suppressing a giggle. “You raunchy thing! So sweet, then in the face of disaster you pull out the...” She embraced her friend roughly, with masculine force, and kissed her deeply on the lips, gliding her tongue across Vanilla’s teeth, prying the lips to open and pushing her tongue into her mouth. She caught Vanilla’s head in her hands and bringing her lips to her friend’s ear, whispered. “I love you Vanilla, and if I had a penis, I’d fill you up right now.” She looked into Vanilla’s startled eyes and rubbed her hands over her breasts. The nipples stood taut beneath her shirt.


  “I love you, too, Cavortia.”


  “But you’re not as forward about it.” Cavortia laughed and slipped out the door into the night.


  “Take care.” Vanilla slid the door closed. “Deimos at your back,” she murmured tearfully.


  Vanilla instantly gathered up the dirty gown and carried it straight to the kitchen where she burned it in the stove. She watched silently as the beautiful brocade caught fire and turned quickly to ashes. When it was all burned, she put water on the fire to cool it off, then carefully took out the few jewels that were left over and threw them from her balcony into the back alley. Baubles for the beggars.


  Instead of writing a note and sending for Magnanimo, which would take far too long in her estimation, Vanilla herself changed immediately into a travelling cloak and left. Along the way, the import of the situation slowly became apparent and she felt ill, thinking she could be arrested as an accomplice to murder. She hoped that nobody had seen Cavortia arrive at her apartment.


  Magnanimo had returned to his rooms that day with the intention of vacating them. He had packed his belongings and set aside a few things to store in Vanilla’s apartment—aside from Cavortia, she was the closest friend he had in Arcadia. When Vanilla arrived at his door, she was babbling and shaking her head. He drew her swiftly inside and bolted the door behind her, then caught her up in an embrace while she cried. It took some time for her to calm down enough to tell her story coherently. He listened attentively without interrupting.


  “You see, I told you she wouldn’t leave you like that,” Vanilla said finally. “She wouldn’t leave without a word. It might as well have been kidnapping. He’s even more horrid than I thought.”


  “Thank you, Vanilla,” he said embracing her again. “You are a friend indeed. I must get her out of the city tonight.” He called his servant Drydock, who had been sleeping in a back room, and gave him instructions. He would need to leave on his journey that very night, and wanted the ship to be ready.


  “I’ll take you both away from the city,” he said to Vanilla.


  “No, I’ll stay here,” she replied. She left his embrace and seated herself nearby on a pillow.


  Magnanimo tried to persuade Vanilla to leave, but she insisted she would be fine and that he should have no cause to worry for her safety. She belonged in Venus—but he must get Cavortia away. Vanilla sat calmly, with downturned face, yet when he asked again if she would accompany them, she refused and shook her head. In that case, he implored her to stay in his rooms, then gave her a key and entreated her to be careful, and not to go back to her own apartment. He told her that he would take Cavortia back with him to Elysium; though the journey would be long, he promised he would return when he could. Again, he thought of telling her who he really was, but it seemed somehow too difficult. She had enough things on her mind already.


  He felt torn, however, and thought briefly of simply marching her away with him. “I’ll come back for you then,” he said finally.


  “I’ll be fine. I’ll leave in the morning,” she answered. “I’ll go to see my sister. She lives in a village to the south.”


  “Write me directions.” Magnanimo offered her paper and a quill. She took them up and wrote out directions, which Magnanimo carefully stowed in his bundle.


  Drydock soon returned with good news. The captain of the ship, a recent acquaintance of Magnanimo’s, was enormously put out and demanded more time to purchase supplies. However, Drydock had convinced him that there was not sufficient time. For a somewhat elevated fee that they worked out on the spot, the captain finally promised to have the ship ready before sunrise. Magnanimo and Drydock gathered their bundles and dressed in their travelling cloaks.


  “You won’t want to forget this,” Drydock said to him offering a small, well-thumbed book.


  Magnanimo laughed aloud and slapped Drydock’s shoulder. “Thanks, old friend, it will come in handy.” The book was his own copy of the s’Lamah dun’Qua. The ancient Elysian epic contained six hundred and sixty-nine poems, one for each day of the year, and each depicting a different aspect of true love. The poems were intended to be read aloud with their accompanying meditations by a couple while copulating in specific ritual positions. It was the perfect companion volume for a loving couple on a long sea voyage. Magnanimo slid it gently into his bundle of clothes. He kissed Vanilla while Drydock stood stiffly by, and the two then set out to meet Cavortia.


  Before long, Magnanimo and Drydock found Cavortia awaiting them at the appointed place, a lonely grove of trees in their favorite park. Neither moon was up, and the night was dark and silent. The three of them hastened to the docks in a passenger boat, keeping Cavortia out of sight in the bottom of the boat. They boarded the gangplank of an Arcadian sailing ship, and the plank was pulled in behind them by two massive Memnonian sailors. The ship was a sleek two-masted schooner that rode very low in the water, heavy with cargo. The huge mainsails on both masts had already been unfurled, and the crew was scampering about the rigging to unfurl many smaller sails. Within moments, the captain ordered the men to weigh anchor, and they pulled the ship around toward the north. The breeze was light, and the ship performed the maneuver sluggishly without listing. Cavortia and Magnanimo, arm in arm, stood near the ship’s bow and watched the lights atop the spires of Venus swing across the starboard side and slowly fade into the dark night behind them. Looking forward after the lights had dwindled to orange coals upon the southeastern horizon, they listened to small waves crashing against dark, sandy beaches.


  The lake was usually calm, being quite shallow and having wide beaches that sloped at a low angle, but that night it seemed maddeningly calm and the ship glided along without a rush, hardly leaving a wake. They headed northwest, hugging the northern shoreline, as the beaches curved in a slow, graceful arc westward.


  By morning, Cavortia and Magnanimo had left the City of Venus far behind. When they came on deck at dawn, the fertile plains of Western Arcadia stretched out to their north. No longer verdant after the end of spring, the plains appeared a pale shade of ochre. They were dotted with clumps of trees resembling green pebbles, marking oases on the lake road that stretched from Acheron to Venus. The ship was headed west by northwest toward the Euxinian Narrows. There, one of the two westernmost tips of Arcadia jutted southward closing off the lake, and came near to touching a rocky peninsula which thrust northward from the northeastern corner of Amazonis. The weather was clear and the air tangy. In the cool morning light they could make out the snow-covered dome of Nix Olympica towering above the golden plains far to their south where it marked the border between Arcadia and Memnonia.


  Cavortia was hesitant with Magnanimo at first—they had not even made love the night before—but his gentle patience and quiet embrace helped her to set aside all thoughts of Bubo. By afternoon, she felt renewed, and more in love than ever. Between visits to the main deck to behold the slowly changing scenery and breathe the fresh breeze from the lake, Magnanimo and Cavortia began working their way reverently through the s’Lamah dun’Qua.


  “If we master ten positions per day,” she said cheerfully as they began on the first page, “we can finish it in fifty days.”


  “Cavortia!” Magnanimo laughed, “even I can’t get through that many pages in a day. We’ll be continually exhausted and have to spend the entire voyage in bed.”


  “Is that such a horrible prospect?” she asked, stroking his smooth blue thighs and sliding one arm around his naked waist. “Fifty days in bed?” She bent to kiss his abdomen, and slide her hand down toward the sash around his middle.


  Aroused, he pulled the thin shirt away from her smooth shoulders, exposing all four of her round, green breasts. Their forms were identical in shape, and all perfectly formed with large nipples. Her dark areolae swelled in graceful rugosities from the surrounding smooth flesh to form a plump cushion for the regal nipples surmounting them. He stroked her lower pair of breasts in his hands and the purple nipples hardened under the cool touch of his palms. The flesh of Cavortia’s areolae contracted quickly as a thrill rushed from them across the soft flesh of her abdomen. The thrill continued down the inner surface of her thighs, weakening her knees. She sighed, letting herself relax thoroughly, dissolving and yielding her entire weight to Magnanimo’s strong arms, which held her upright.


  Cupping an upper breast in one hand, Magnanimo lowered her gently to the bed. Putting his face close to her neck he whispered, finally answering her question. “Fifty days in bed...not an insufferably horrible prospect.” He brushed his lips along the rim of her ear, sending another thrill down her neck to spread across her shoulders. “Somehow, we’ll manage.”


  Having already removed his tight trousers, with one hand, Cavortia touched his tripartite codpiece, which came away easily under the pressure within it. He reached across her body blindly with one hand, groping for the book while she kissed his lips deeply with darting tongue, thrusting it inside him, to pull his tongue along and invite it into her mouth.


  Together they began enjoying each page of poetry to its fullest in their comfortable bed, piled high with soft pillows and sensual Scandian quilts. They wrapped their limbs around each other, and contorted their bodies into myriad exotic positions that amused and titillated them, heightening their anticipation. When they were so entwined that they could hardly move, Magnanimo began to tickle her ribs. They succumbed to delirious laughter and finally retired to more comfortable positions in which they whipped their rising passions to a burst of heated orgasm and collapsed, their athletic bodies slick with perspiration.


  Later that day in their bed, while the ship plunged on, rolling toward the Euxinian Narrows, Magnanimo was consumed with an especially deep hungering love for Cavortia. He felt an intense, aching need to touch her, to surround himself with her, to bathe and splash in her scented nectar, to join himself to her soul and suffuse every nook of his being with her presence. Not wishing to broach the uncomfortable subject of marriage again, he gave her a thin golden necklace which he always wore. He still could not tell her who he was; could not tell her it was a sacred talisman of his family, the symbol of impending kingship borne by the eldest son of each generation. He told her simply that it was a family heirloom, and urged her to accept it, which she did with grace. Receiving it from his hand, she swore that she would never remove it. He slipped it over her neck and admired the way its gold glinted against the green flesh between her breasts, the way its ruby contrasted, setting off the extraordinary forest coloring of her skin. This tender moment increased their mutual passion, leading them back to share another page of their poetic ritual.


  By the end of the fourth day, the ship had nearly reached the Euxinian Narrows. Within sight of this narrow channel, through which the waters of Ferentinae Lacus and Euxinus Lacus shuttled back and forth with the changing tides, the ship dropped anchor. The largest tidal changes always occurred when the sun was in conjunction with Deimos, but they were infrequent. The most regular of the middle tides were diurnal, but lesser tides sufficient for passage between the lakes occurred regularly under the influence of Phobos’ eternal dance with Deimos, as Phobos sped recklessly across the sky by day and night. Deimos had risen the previous night and still hung low in the east, so there would be no large tide until evening two days hence. There was to be a small, incoming tide just after dawn, but the captain was awaiting the incoming tide in the late morning, just before Phobos rose the second time.


  In the morning, the captain let the ship drift toward the narrows until it was properly positioned, then dropped anchor again. When the tide did turn suddenly, after a long period of morning stillness when the level of the two lakes was at equilibrium, the rush of water was audible from the deck. The ship, still at anchor, was being dragged rapidly away. All the crew’s skills were required to keep it pointed squarely into the center of the channel. The slightest mishap would have cast the ship against the steep rocky cliffs like a handful of sticks, ending in their certain destruction. Never having come through this stretch of water, Cavortia leaned over the bowsprit, arm in arm with Magnanimo, and held her breath through the ordeal. Suddenly, the front of the ship pitched downward, and it slid through white water that sprayed up around them, as if they stood in the middle of a rushing river. The bow jerked back then settled down again as the ship slid into Euxinus Lacus.


  From the Narrows, their course was to take them northward around the narrow Castorian Peninsula into the waters of Castorius Lacus, then onward to their first port of call at Illisus in the northern country of Scandia. From there, the ship would hug the southern coast of Scandia, and sail westward toward the broad gulf called the Propontis. The Propontis terminated in a canal which led to a long, narrow strip of water that angled southward, forming the border between Elysium to the west and northern Amazonis to the east. This strip of water, known as the Western Propontis, was the northernmost extent of the shallow lake called Trivium Charontis that divided Southern Elysium from Western Amazonis.


  The captain anchored the ship that evening before sunset in a wide semi-circular bay, allowing the men their traditional rest after a trip through the Narrows. He judged that they hardly needed a rest, since they had waited so long for the tide to turn, but the men were tradition-bound enough that he dared not ask them to press on until the following day. There were no towns visible nearby, and the golden plains came close to the water’s edge, fading imperceptibly into pale, reddish sand. Tiny waves lapped at the shore forming a calm, rhythmic background. The mood of the crew was boisterous as they lounged around on the deck, some playing gambling games to pass the time, others joking or conversing in loud voices.


  After sunset, the captain laid a table in his cabin and invited his two guests to dinner, along with Magnanimo’s servant Drydock. He laid on a magnificent feast such as could only be found at the table of a wealthy merchant captain. Every corner of the table was filled with dishes piled high with the delicacies of ten or more exotic ports, and the Amazonian wine flowed freely. By the time the meal was finished, the captain and his officers had told a suite of ribald tales to amuse their guests, and drained far too many glasses in toasts, Magnanimo and Cavortia found themselves quite drunk and hardly able to stand up. The party drew to a close, and the attendees all retired to their cabins for the night. Too tired and intoxicated to continue with their daily reading of the s’Lamah dun’Qua, Cavortia and Magnanimo did not bother to remove their clothing, but fell asleep in one another’s arms as soon as they lay down upon their comfortable bed.


  


  * * *


  


  Disaster struck Cavortia and Magnanimo in the middle of the night, somewhat more than halfway between sunset and sunrise, at the moment when Phobos and Deimos met briefly near the zenith. The door of their room was suddenly smashed open with a loud crash of splintering wood that awakened them. In the darkness, still half drunk, they were both dragged roughly from the cabin by cursing sailors. Magnanimo knew at once that pirates had boarded their ship. He was quick to reach a state of wakefulness, but there was little he could do by way of protest. He had no sword or other means of defense, and besides, he was being held tightly from behind by his assailants. When Magnanimo and Cavortia reached the deck, by the light of the stars they could see flashing swords and bodies being cast overboard. There was a general rush of bodies around them, and shouts by pirates and their own men alike, but it was difficult for Magnanimo to make out who was who. Cavortia and Magnanimo were instantly separated. Magnanimo cursed his ill luck at being dragged away weaponless.


  Cavortia was hauled toward the stern of the boat, with both hands tied behind her back. Looking over her shoulder she screamed, “Magnanimo! Save me!” She saw a form that she believed was his, tumbling across the deck with three swarthy pirates. Leaping up, he danced away from their swinging blades as well as he could, unarmed and shaking off his drunkenness, but he was apparently no match for them.


  At the same time, pirates were raising the sails. The anchor had already been weighed, and the ship was drifting slowly with the current. Men seemed to be climbing everywhere in the rigging. There were so many silhouetted against the starry sky that Cavortia could not count them all. She could see no friendly sailors anywhere. For all she could tell, the deck was swarming with pirates.


  Still engaged in ducking maneuvers, only attempting to avoid being run through by three heavy pirate swords, Magnanimo had been backed up to the bowsprit under the front rigging. He swung with one arm on the rigging and turned to dodge a sword near his side, but as he did so, he lost his balance. His grip on the rope slipped, and he tumbled from the rail into the water below. Without being able to draw a deep breath he struck the water, and paddled furiously to regain the surface. When his head popped above the water he gasped, drawing several breaths as he treaded water.


  “Cavortia!” he screamed into the night. But his mouth was filled with water by a wave that rippled away from the prow of the ship. It was moving away from him, and though he could keep up for a time by swimming, he could not grab hold of the side, there being nothing to grasp anywhere close to the waterline. Slowly, as he lost strength, he gave up chasing the ship, and it moved away leaving him treading water. He was within sight of the shore, which appeared as a dark line against the horizon where the cascade of twinkling stars stopped, so he began to swim toward it before his strength failed him. He soon reached the shore, and pulled himself onto the beach. He was exhausted, but managed to crawl high up above the highest piles of driftwood into tall grass. The grass was thick and had once been lush, but was dry at that time of summer and crackled under him as he crawled into it. There, he lay down and began to cry, not caring that the dry grass poked uncomfortably into his skin. His heart was broken, thinking that he would never see Cavortia again. He felt dizzy with the vestiges of his drunken state, and frustrated at having been unable to do anything to save her from whatever fate awaited her at the hands of the pirates.


  As soon as she was taken away by the pirates, Cavortia had been tied securely at the wrists. She was then struck unconscious by a sudden blow to the back of her head and thrown into a small cabin near the stern of the ship. Sometime later she awakened, and in the darkness struggled to loosen her bonds. Exhausted, she soon gave up the struggle and slept again.


  


  * * *


  


  When Magnanimo awoke on the shore, the sun was shining and it was almost mid-day. He rolled over and sat up. The plains stretched inland toward a range of low hills over which a few thin, tattered clouds flew. The front of his clothing was still damp, while the back had dried out in the sun. Standing up, he shaded his eyes with one hand and looked out over the still blue waters of the lake, but saw no ships anywhere. He was marooned, with no signs of civilization nearby. Listening to the sounds of sea birds, he stood still, trying to calm himself and decide what to do next. He felt anguished and empty over the loss of Cavortia, whom he never expected to see again after her capture. Shaking the front of his shirt in the air to dry it more quickly, he began walking northward through the tall grass, staying above the mounds of driftwood on the beach. He continued to scan the water, but saw nothing move on the surface of the lake.


  A while later, Phobos passed briefly in front of the sun, near the zenith. Magnanimo held one hand above his eyes to blot out the sun and looked into the pink sky. As it quickly dimmed he caught the faint twinkle of Deimos for a moment, then the eclipse was over. He made for some low bluffs ahead at the point of a peninsula, where he hoped to have a wider view. With some luck he might be able to see the nearest town, or at least a break in the swaying sea of grass that might indicate a road. He knew from studying maps of the coast that there would be a fishing village if he walked far enough in any direction along the beach. If the distance was not great, he knew that he would not starve before contacting people. Some while later, Deimos passed in front of the sun, darkening the pink sky for a long time. He shaded his eyes and looked eastward, but Phobos was too close to the horizon for him to observe the wink of Phobos. He laughed to himself. If he had been as superstitious as his grandfather, he would have taken the failure as an unlucky portent.


  Late in the afternoon Magnanimo thought he saw someone else walking ahead of him. The form was moving slowly, close to the water’s edge. He hurried down the slope into deep sand, and began to run across the beach where he found a single set of footprints leading northward. Running along beside the tracks, he called out. When he came within earshot, the figure stopped, and he believed it turned around. As he approached the figure, he saw that it was one of the Arcadian sailors from his ship.


  He ran to the sailor and stopped, breathing heavily. “Have you seen any others?” he asked. He bent over and put his hands on his knees.


  The man slowly shook his head. “Not one.” He looked ragged, as if he had been fighting. There was a thin gash across one arm, but the blood had dried leaving streaks down his biceps.


  “I didn’t know which direction to go,” the man said. He pointed along the beach. “North seemed good as any.”


  “I don’t believe it matters,” Magnanimo answered. “Either way, we’ll find a village before we starve.”


  The man smiled at him. “So you know, or are you hoping?”


  Magnanimo began walking. “According to the maps I’ve seen we shouldn’t have far to walk.”


  The two of them joined company and trudged along the beach making light conversation. By evening, they had met two other sailors from their ship, both of whom had been washed ashore. Neither were wounded severely. One of them reported seeing the captain go down under a flurry of pirate blades, and saw at least one other man, one of the Memnonians, slaughtered before he leapt overboard to save himself.


  “But it seemed,” he said as they walked abreast along the sand, “the pirates were throwing more men overboard than they were slicing to ribbons.”


  The other sailor corroborated his tale, saying that he, too, believed the pirates threw most of the men overboard without actually killing them.


  Magnanimo shook his head in puzzlement. “That sounds peculiarly genteel for a crew of buccaneers.” The others agreed, but they had no explanation.


  The three sailors and Magnanimo camped that evening under the great canopy of a black sky laced with stars that shimmered like water glistening on the great fishing net of Poseidon. The sandy beach gradually gave up its daily ration of heat. They managed to light a fire after building a starter from some driftwood and a stout piece of leather taken from the trousers of one sailor. The fire was unnecessary in the warm summer evening, but afforded them a bit of amusement, and light enough to see each other as they sat around sharing tales. The sailors all drew back from the circle of light and lay down to sleep while Magnanimo stayed awake until the small fire burned to a bed of dim red embers. He sat still with his back against a rock, watching Phobos creep across the sky through the labyrinth of background stars, dropping slowly from the zenith. When it finally touched the eastern hills well after midnight, he bedded down with his head on a log.


  The next morning, the four comrades spread out to cover more ground between the beach and the edge of the plains. They walked quickly, keeping each other in sight and shouting occasionally. The humidity was stifling, and a faint mist could be seen over the lake. Phobos again eclipsed the sun long before noon, but Deimos had already set; he would not see Deimos wink that day. Finally, the sailor who walked furthest inland came across a set of double ruts that were part of a road. A little further on, they found that the road ran inland from the beach. They decided to follow it, knowing that where there was a road, they would soon enough find people.


  In all, however, it took them two full days, without food or sufficient water, to reach the nearest settlement. They immediately went to the village well and drank their fill from the public bucket. The place was a relatively large settlement for a fishing village, and boasted a good system of docks and drying sheds that attracted fishermen and merchants from several other villages further to the north. With no supplies of any sort, and not a single coin between them, Magnanimo and the three sailors wandered around the docks and asked fishermen if they knew of any odd jobs. There were no foreign ships in port, and none were expected for some time, so they had no hope of shipping out. The village was not large enough to rate having any regular merchant traffic, so the only boats to be expected were irregular supply ships that traded in common necessities up and down the coast. Within a day, through diligent efforts to make themselves sound useful for any sort of employment, however menial, they had each found short-term employment.


  Magnanimo stooped to digging trenches, cursing the pirates with each thrust of his shovel. The four of them pooled their earnings, and between them had enough coins for food with enough left over to rent a single room in the village’s only public house, a ramshackle building at the southern edge of town. It had a faded wooden sign that read ‘The Scandian Wench’ with a peeling picture that had probably once depicted a large-breasted Scandian maiden.


  


  * * *


  


  Cavortia was not aware when she awoke of exactly how long she languished in the darkened room. She awoke once with a violent headache and tried to loosen her bonds, but lay still and quickly went to sleep again. When she awoke again later she felt decidedly better and spent the rest of her time awake working to free herself. After lengthy attempts to loosen the leather straps that held her arms together at wrists and elbows, she was only partly successful. Then she became angry again and worked at the bonds in fury, close to tears that she refused to let fall. She felt her wrists begin to chafe, and decided that she would perhaps be better off in the end to cease any attempt to escape. Someone would come for her eventually. By turning her head slowly and observing consistent changes in the pattern of darkness before her, she began to make out shapes in the room. Through the crack under the room’s only door, the faintest of lights shone in. Eventually the light grew brighter, and she realized that it had been night, and that the sun must have risen. Whether it was the first dawn since her capture, she did not know. When the light was bright enough to see the gray outlines of everything in the room, she decided she was apparently not in the same room into which she had been thrown initially, but her memory before being struck on the head was hazy.


  While Cavortia was unconscious, the pirates had taken her to their own ship. They had then plundered what they wanted and punctured the hull of the captured ship, setting it adrift without a soul on board. It finally sank after slowly taking on water for two days, but by then it had drifted so close to shore that it came to rest at a cant, with the tops of both masts above the water even while the hull rested on the sandy bottom.


  Cavortia grew tired, and slept again. Her stomach was aching with intense hunger pangs, and she wished dearly for food. It might have been days since she had eaten. Her throat was so dry that licking her lips or trying to work up saliva to swallow only made her feel more parched, and her shoulders ached. She managed to scoot herself against one wall, where she could sit up without strain and observe the doorway. During her time in the room, she had heard various sounds from outside, particularly from above, and heard low voices talking, but could never make out any words. After a long time, she heard footsteps approach. Someone unbolted the door and flung it open.


  “Get up, wench,” came the gruff voice of a large red sailor with a great dark beard. He stood in the doorway looking down at her. When she did not move, he bent over and asked, “You awake?” He had a thick Memnonian accent and she was barely able to understand him.


  “Yes,” Cavortia croaked. The word tore at her throat, and she coughed. She tried to get up, but was unable to catch her balance since both her arms and ankles were tied. The sailor entered the room and pulled her up, holding under her arms. He did not treat her roughly, but neither was he gentle with her. She noted consciously that the sailor was Memnonian as he wrapped his tentacles around her waist. Again she coughed as she thought of the accursed Bubo.


  “You alive?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Captain will see you, wench,” the sailor said. His voice was gruff and throaty, his grammar terrible, but he did not sound particularly malevolent. Seeing that she could not stand, he began dragging her out of the room. “Maybe little sport later,” he whispered with a thin laugh. “First you see captain.” Her only response was another cough. She tried to hop, to keep her feet from being dragged along the wooden planks.


  “Oh,” the sailor said dully, looking at her feet. He picked her up in one arm and wrapped his tentacle around her waist, then carried her down a narrow hallway to the door of another cabin. Holding her up with one hand clamped under her arm, he knocked at the door before sliding it open and dropping her in the middle of the floor. The pirate captain who stood gazing down at her was a handsome Arcadian man with a thin beard and long curling hair. He was not too tall, but was strongly built and well muscled. Cavortia coughed when she saw him. One thing she did not need was a damnably handsome pirate captain with ruffled shirts. She thought that she must look a horrid sight.


  “I must apologize,” he said cheerfully as she was brought in and flung on the floor before him, “for not seeing to you sooner. I trust you are hungry?” He leaned over her prone body.


  “Yes,” she replied simply. She stared up at him defiantly from her position on the floor. “Where’s my captain and crew?” she hissed. This caused her throat to constrict again, and she was racked by a series of coughs.


  “Ah, first you shall have water and food,” he said with a smile. He then sent the large red sailor off to bring her a meal, while he adjusted his cuffs.


  When the man left, the captain raised her head and poured water from a cup onto her lips. She opened her mouth, and he gently poured a small amount of liquid into it. When she swallowed some of it, he poured again.


  “You’re quite polite, for a pirate.” She spit some water back at him.


  “Oh, please, let’s be civil, young lady,” he said, wiping the front of his shirt. “I may be a pirate, but I do know how to treat a well-bred lady who will surely bring a large ransom.”


  “You shouldn’t count on that,” she said.


  “I wasn’t.”


  She raised her arms toward him. “Cut this off.”


  He chuckled. “Your arms?”


  She glared at him, then twisted her face and growled fiercely. He said nothing, but drew a long curved dagger from his heavy belt. Reaching between her arms, he sliced through the leather thong and it sprang away.


  Perhaps it would pay her, she thought, to try to carry on a polite conversation. “Thank you,” she said, rubbing her wrists. They were red and swollen. She sat up and propped herself with one arm. The captain reached down to cut the thong around her ankles, then stood up and walked back to his table in silence. He continued to stand, leaning against it while he stared at her. Noticing the dagger still in his hand, he sheathed it. She sat still and stared back at him. He adjusted the ruffles on his shirt and tried to stand more properly.


  A meal was soon brought, and the Memnonian sailor set it on the floor in front of her. It consisted of a slab of meat, which she judged to be overcooked by the nauseating smell. The meat had been plopped on a ceramic plate, along with a few vegetables and a chunk of black bread that had been torn from a larger loaf. When he stepped back, she leapt upon the food, eating quickly while still seated on the floor. The sailor departed, closing the door after him. The water bottle was still on the floor, so she grabbed it and drank a large draught, purposefully trying to seem ill-bred. She swigged and belched, then wiped her mouth on her sleeves. The captain paced the room, watching her eat and cringing every time she belched. She ate all of the vegetables and the bread, but left the meat without touching it.


  The captain sat down on a bunk on one side of the room, at some distance from her and crossed his arms. “A vegetarian, are you?” he inquired in a soft voice.


  “Yes.”


  “So am I actually,” he said with a pleasant smile. He was not strictly vegetarian, only mostly so, but he thought that was an irrelevant detail. “Where are you from?”


  “Venus,” she mumbled, then sat silently.


  “Are you not feeling talkative, then?” he asked.


  “No.” It really would not pay, she tried to tell herself, to be impolite to him.


  “My name is Capriccio,” he said.


  “Oh.” She told herself firmly to be more polite.


  He continued to question her for some time without raising his voice. He sat on the bunk with his hands on his knees. She thought that he was trying his utmost to be civil and inoffensive. At least he had not raped her, she thought thankfully, and it appeared that he might in fact not do so. Finally as he continued his questions, she began to feel somewhat more comfortable, and began answering in complete sentences. She told him that she was fleeing what she termed an ‘unfortunate incident’ in the City of Venus, and had no particular reason to return there.


  He laughed merrily and smiled. “So, you’re running away to avoid marriage to some hideous wretch?” he asked.


  “Nothing of the kind,” she said. She thought that perhaps something of the truth might be of help here, if it would make her seem more formidable. “I murdered someone, actually.” There, she thought, what will he say to that?


  The captain opened his eyes wide and stroked his fine beard, twisting it around his index finger. “Well, now.” He leaned forward with his eyes narrowed. “And you talking down to pirates!” He laughed out loud and smiled back at her. “So who did you kill?”


  “The wife of the man whose mistress I was,” she reported, casting her eyes downward. The thought of it still alarmed her. In her thoughts she could see the woman’s gasping face and limp form. Perhaps Kotzia had not really been as bad as she imagined. Maybe she was just a vain old woman, trying to keep her husband interested while she withered.


  “Ah, me! We’ve taken on a murdering low-life wench,” the captain said dramatically. He winked and put his hand over his heart, laughing. “What shall I do with her? Oh, will she kill me, too?”


  She began laughing with him. Certainly, the captain was not such an evil sort.


  “All right, you don’t want to return to Venus, then,” he said, curtailing his laughter.


  “Correct,” she answered. The captain stroked his beard again. Cavortia thought it was a vain gesture, but he did have a handsome beard. He must have known that it was quite attractive.


  “But, unfortunately, I can’t let you simply walk away,” he said slowly. “We’re quite some distance from shore, so you wouldn’t want to do anything foolish like leaping overboard either.”


  Then he lowered his voice to a whisper, saying conspiratorially with a half smile, “giant sea monsters’d eat you before you hit the water.”


  She smiled thinly at his joke. For a moment, neither talked. Under the gaze of a handsome man, she was acutely aware of her appearance. She still wore the clothes she was captured in, and when this thought struck her, she realized that she could smell herself. She must have urinated all over her skirt. Though it was now dry, the smell was rancid. She sat crosslegged on the floor and began to braid her hair, which hung about her in limp greasy tresses. Its oiliness was intolerable when left unattended, and she was accustomed to washing it frequently. Oily hair was an unfortunate inheritance from her mother’s people. “You’re seeing me at my worst,” she said, untangling the knotted mass with her fingers.


  “Oh, I don’t doubt that at all,” he laughed.


  She tossed back her braid. “I should like to bathe at some point,” she announced. “Would that be possible?”


  “Aye, it would,” he answered, “but I need to decide what to do with you. If I let you walk freely about the ship, the men would have you raped in an instant, and I’m afraid there’s not much I could do about that.”


  Cavortia was skilled in self defense, and she thought her skills second only to her skill at love. She refrained from telling him the manner in which she might dispose of the testicles of any sailor brash enough to attack her. But bravado would not do, she decided, unless she really could defend herself from a determined crowd of sailors.


  She reached for her braid again and started to rework it. “Please get me a bath.” She stopped braiding and looked at him studiously while she held the end of her hair in both hands. “Perhaps I could work in return for passage?”


  “Passage to where?” he asked.


  “Well, I suppose there’s nothing for it but to return to Venus,” she answered. That did not really suit her at all, but she in fact had no idea where Magnanimo would have been taking her. She thought their destination might possibly be Elysium, but she was uncertain since they had not discussed the issue of where they were bound. Therefore, it seemed that she might as well return to Venus and try to contact her parents. She assumed that Magnanimo was probably dead; or if not, at least lost for the time being. She had to survive long enough to find out which. Telling herself he was only lost, she averted her thoughts from thinking him dead.


  “And what kind of work can you do on a ship,” the captain then asked, leaning toward her and studying her eyes, “that my swarthy crew of seasoned buccaneers couldn’t do a damn sight better and quicker?”


  She hit suddenly upon a proposition that would hopefully keep her alive, with her honor intact, and paused to calculate briefly. It would be at least forty-five or fifty days until her next menstrual cycle. Aside from fresh fruit, what was the one thing, she asked herself, that sailors never have enough of on those long, lonely sea voyages? She smiled inwardly at the irony of the situation, then smirking, her eyes narrowed to molten slits of gold. She leaned forward to look Capriccio directly in the eyes.


  “Licensed independent prostitute,” she whispered, pulling up her sleeve to show him the guild tattoo. A large and intricate tattoo depicting a hellenic sphinx rampant, with round breasts and womanly face, covered her upper arm.


  The captain recognized the tattoo at once, and grinned broadly showing his fine white teeth. Folding his arms across his chest, he leaned far back and then roared with laughter. His prolonged laughter was infectious, and quickly Cavortia was laughing along with him.


  “You impertinent wench!” he laughed, and slapped her on the knee. “Here I was,” he said with tears of laughter in his eyes, “wondering how to keep a pretty young maiden from being raped on every deck. And she turns out to be a prostitute!” He doubled over and slumped to the floor beside her, still laughing.


  When he had recovered his composure, she outlined the technical details of her plan. She would agree to cater to a certain number of crewmen per day. To keep them from haggling over her and possibly harming each other, or her, in a serious brawl, the captain pointed out that it would do best to keep a strict schedule. She would begin by running through all of the men in the first two days to ease their pent-up lust as quickly as possible. That should help them settle down and forget any wild ideas of raping her. Then she would continue with a light schedule of daily tricks, which would allow her to practice her profession with somewhat more skill, having more leisure time and energy to vigorously attend to each of them with her customary degree of professionalism. The captain would have the men draw lots for their mounting order, and keep to it strictly. He would, of course, allow the men to move themselves around within the order by buying and selling positions, but would always keep a strict accounting of numbers, so that each man would never get more than his fair share of tricks, as this could lead quickly to trouble.


  If she could get through the first two days she thought it would be a fairly simple matter to stay alive, while earning the crew’s respect of her professional skills, until she could reach Venus again. The schedule would be grueling, with approximately twenty tricks per day for the first two days, which was more than she had normally done in eight to ten days at the height of her professional career. She sincerely hoped her vagina was not ripped apart. Capriccio refused to alter his schedule of port calls, so she would be at least thirty days aboard the ship as they sailed westward along the southern coast of Scandia into the Propontis, then circled back around to cross Euxinus Lacus running east by southeast and finally through the Euxinian Narrows into Ferentinae Lacus and then back to Venus. Though she was curious, she did not dare ask at that time just what line of business they were in. That they were pirates was clear enough, but the captain appeared to have business to conduct at a series of ports, so they must also be trading in some sort of goods or supplies.


  Capriccio left her in his cabin, under the guard of the same sailor who had brought her in, and went to speak to the crew about the arrangements. Presently she heard laughter and cheering from outside, and knew that the plan would meet with their approval.


  When he left, she remembered another thing she needed, and she requested it as soon as he returned and told her that the crew had unanimously approved her plan. “After my bath,” she said, reminding him that she was still dirty and unkempt, “I’ll need paper and quills.”


  “What for?”


  “I’m a professional, captain.” He gazed at her and tilted his head both ways while she stared at him. “I take notes,” she said.


  “Ah,” he nodded and grinned, then bowed. “You shall have them.”


  The captain did prove to be much less the pirate than she had at first suspected. He was truly a gentleman before all else. Not only did he put himself last in the initial mounting order, and skip the first two days of her service, but he seemed genuinely concerned about her well-being and that of his crew. He insisted that she rest frequently. He carried, and dispensed lavishly, large supplies of various herbal remedies that were known to be efficacious in preventing the spread of venereal diseases. He explained to her that disease was too often the scourge of the high seas, and of course was endemic in nearly all prostitutes that typically catered to endless lines of sailors in their ports of call. She praised his foresight and thanked him for being so attentive to details.


  After two days spent catering to forty seven sailors, many of whom bathed none too frequently, though none of them were quite the cutthroats and knaves that she had expected, Cavortia was exhausted and could hardly move her legs. She was lucky that they had been on an extended leave in Venus just before beginning the voyage, so few of the men were particularly wild with her. Captain Capriccio declared that she should have a one day rest. This idea was well received by the men, and there were no complaints. She had done her utmost to please each of them and build rapport. Resigning herself to copulation with the one Memnonian sailor had presented some difficulty, but when his turn arrived, she found him to be gentle enough that her anxiety was soon alleviated. She kept her note paper handy and learned each of the mens’ names. On the fourth day, she began with a lighter schedule of entertaining only five men per day. At that rate, she noted that she could complete one round with each of them in something over nine days. The captain suggested that she rest the remainder of each tenth day and not begin again until the next morning. She also requested that Capriccio persuade the men to bathe before their appointments.


  It was therefore twelve days before the captain’s turn first came around in the order. He had listened for days to the stories his men told and was by that time sufficiently lusty that he was eagerly looking forward to spreading her lithe green thighs for himself. He, like nearly all the crew, had never before slept with an Argyran woman. His crew to the last man were completely enthralled with her performances, waxing poetically of the deliciously intoxicating scent of her natural perfume that served to raise their lust to a feverish level.


  Civilized gentleman to the end, however, when Capriccio’s turn arrived, he calmly insisted that they first dine together quietly and have some light conversation. He laid on a fine feast consisting entirely of vegetable dishes, in deference to her dietary preferences, which happily matched his own. He made witty conversation throughout the evening and proved to be well-versed in the Arcadian classical literature. She deduced that he was far too well educated to be a simple merchant captain, but decided that if he wanted her to know more, he would tell her in due course.


  When the cabin boy had cleared away the remains of the evening repast, they sat together in Capriccio’s cabin, smoking cigars and drinking a light Amazonian wine. “By the way,” Cavortia said, blowing a stream of smoke from her cigar. “The cabin boy’s a man, too.”


  “Of course, but he’s...” Capriccio trailed off beneath the stampede of Cavortia’s determined gaze. “You shall have him.”


  “Good. There’ll be no unsatisfied sailors on my ship, swabbie.” She laughed and slapped the captain’s knee. “Send him to me tomorrow morning, and then install him in the order.”


  “As you wish, my lady.”


  “He’s probably a virgin, too?” Cavortia asked.


  “I suspect so.”


  Their conversation continued and Capriccio made every endeavor to make the evening seem like a terribly romantic interlude. She appreciated his efforts and realized that he was trying to make the situation aboard ship pleasant for her. At length, she began to enter into the romantic spirit and felt more than slightly concupiscent herself. He was splendidly handsome and flamboyant.


  Aside from the wretched garments she wore when she was captured, the only clothing Cavortia had was supplied by Capriccio. That evening she wore a heavy Scandian skirt that folded over in front, but she had taken out the side seams as it was too hot for indoor wearing, and re-attached the two halves to eliminate the frontal fold. She wore no undergarments, as was her habit during the humid summer, and sat with the skirt between her legs, leaving her thighs bare. One leg stretched leisurely over the top of the table. She had tied her long-sleeved white shirt back behind her waist, spreading all four of her breasts apart and leaving a narrow expanse of bare skin from her neck to her navel. Around her neck hung the thin chain that Magnanimo had given her, and its red stone nestled squarely between her upper breasts, drawing the eye toward them. She had worn her hair braided for several days, to keep it out of the way, unless one or the other of the men specifically asked her to unbraid it.


  After their conversation had drifted through various tales of life on the ship and Capriccio’s lucid descriptions of exotic foreign ports to more sexually suggestive topics, the captain leaned across the table, and gently took her hand.


  “Cavortia, my dear,” he said, looking into her golden eyes, “you are ravishingly beautiful tonight, and I cannot contain myself. Will you consent to sleep with me?” He feigned the shy manner of a young lover unable to control his desire, yet afraid of rejection. She almost laughed, but restrained herself, playing along with his cheerful fantasy.


  “I would be honored,” she said, returning his grasp, “to lie with you this evening.” He rose, and taking her by the arm, retired with her to his bunk.


  Capriccio, to her surprise, was most familiar with the learned art of love, and proved himself a conscientious and gentle lover. When they had reached his cabin, he first embraced her, and showered her neck with kisses, knowing well the spots she longed for him to kiss. She returned his embrace skillfully, not too eagerly, but herself warming to his touch. Slowly, while yet embracing her and with their mouths probing each other in ever more lustful heat, he slid his hand inside her thin blouse and drew the soft material down from her shoulders. The purple nipples at the peaks of all four of her breasts stiffened uniformly at the light touch of his hand and the stripping of her shirt, and she felt the warm rush of blood as they engorged. His other hand drew down to the laces of her skirt, and skillfully untied it with feather strokes that thrilled her naked flesh. He slipped his hand into the sash around her waist and tugged gently, allowing the skirt to drop unaided to the floor, revealing the exquisite green curves of her hips and legs. He drew back momentarily to admire her beauty, running his hands in waves down her full chest, across her pubic triangle and down her legs, before letting them rise again around the back of her thighs to clench her softly rounded buttocks and knead them briefly. Then, fervently embracing her, and running kisses down the deep cleft between her swollen breasts, he lifted her gently from the floor and laid her upon the bunk.


  She returned his tenderness with intense concentration on bringing all her skills to bear, banishing all other thoughts from her mind. Ever so lightly she stroked him, kissed his chest and arms. She let her hands roam to his strong legs and let her fingertips dance across his back. Slowly, as their bodies heated to their anticipated task, he drew apart her thighs with one hand. She artfully resisted in only the slightest manner by a minute twitch of her muscles and let out a tiny gasp as his hands pressed her legs apart; yet she continued to embrace him and purr heavily with desire. With utmost slowness in a single unbroken stroke, he sheathed his thick, tumescent organ in her as she wrapped her legs around his lower torso and drew him tight against her pelvis, melting under the slow pressure of his thrust.


  “My sword seeks rest,” he whispered in her ear. He gently began to move his hips, sliding in and out of the wet folds of her warm vagina.


  She was surprised that he knew this formal, ancient phrase, but immediately gave the ritual reply, whispering, “Thy sword has found its true scabbard, my lord.” Pulling his muscular buttocks toward her hips, she forced the swollen member deeper into herself, and clenched her thighs around his legs, making him ride higher atop her. She rotated her pelvis slowly to stimulate her rigid clitoris, sending waves of warmth through both of their bodies. He drew in his breath as she exhaled, letting her sweet breath wash through him, then increased the speed and intensity of his probes, which she met by rhythmically contracting, trying to draw forth his climax from the roots. They brought their passion to fruition with rigid spasms, gripping each other tightly, then they both languidly wilted, feeling their bodies dissolve into each other.


  After their sweet release, he lay with his head in her lap and went to sleep, breathing her exotic scent. In the middle of the night they both awoke spontaneously and made love again with greater fervor.


  Cavortia awoke in the morning to see Capriccio lying beside her, watching her intently with a faint smile and a look of completely satisfied serenity on his face.


  “You are a true jewel, more beautiful than any I have ever known. It will be sad to leave you when we return to Venus,” he said, stroking her cheek. “But, I have given my word, and you shall go free.”


  “Thank you,” she replied.


  “The stories of your skill and your intoxicating scent are all more true than I had thought possible. What a prize you are, Cavortia.” Again they made love, this time with the greater seriousness of high mutual respect. When they finished, he escorted her back to her own cabin.


  “Next time,” she promised him as he was about to take his leave, “I’ll show you some of the amusing little tricks I perform for your crew.”


  He laughed. “I’ve only ten more days to wait.” He bent to kiss her upon the cheek lightly, then closed the sliding door and left her alone. She had not been back long, however, when the knock of the day’s first customer came upon her door. No doubt it was the virginal cabin boy. She was glad for a chance to begin at least one young man’s education in the right manner, before he developed any bad habits.


  


  * * *


  


  Magnanimo worked for six long days. After digging trenches, he took a job hauling grain and other goods, silently cursing one pirate for each load he carried. He spent his free time wandering around the docks making acquaintances among the fishermen and the few merchant seamen in town. Eventually, he found passage on a small cargo ship sailing for Scandia, and bid goodbye to the sailors who had travelled with him. The ship made the two-day journey due north across Euxinus Lacus in calm weather and the trip was singularly uneventful. When he arrived in Scandia, in the City of Illisus, he set out immediately to seek an audience with the king, whom he knew to be an acquaintance of his father. When he first appeared at the palace, filthy and dressed in rags, he was turned away. He soon returned, however after the changing of the guard and was lucky enough to persuade one of the king’s soldiers to at least listen to his tale. From then it took several days and much persuasion of the king’s underlings to actually obtain an audience.


  Magnanimo took the delay philosophically, knowing that the underlings would all be suitably reprimanded later for their idiocy, and left his temporary address with the soldiers. He spent part of each day helping to unload cargo from the ships that arrived daily in the large port. The work was hard, but for half a day’s labor it paid well enough for him to obtain one meal and lodging at a dilapidated inn near the waterfront.


  One morning, a messenger came to Magnanimo at the inn and announced that the king had consented to see him. He therefore used the last of his silver coins to hire a carriage to take him to the palace, where he presented himself at the gate. The guards led him into the room that served as the king’s audience chamber. It was well lit with early morning light and had a high vaulted ceiling set about with large stained glass windows. The atmosphere of the room was like a spring glade in an equatorial climate. The upper half of the towering dome itself was painted light pink to match the sky and had several pictures of huge gryphons with outspread wings circling among fleecy clouds. The lower walls were covered with paintings of tall trees forming a thick jungle scene. The king, in regal splendor, was seated in a chair at a simple wooden writing desk at one end of the room opposite the outer doors.


  The guard announced him, saying “Your majesty, I present Magnanimo of Elysium.” Bowing, the guard retired. The hinged doors closed behind him, sending a deep echo through the immense room.


  Magnanimo approached and knelt on a thick green carpet before the desk. He noticed as he bent down on one knee that even the carpet was illustrated with jungle scenery, forming what seemed like a circular patch of many-colored flowers set amid lumps of rough cut marble that formed the remainder of the floor. The writing desk was set upon a single small patch of smooth white marble.


  “A sailor from Elysium,” said the king as he tossed aside a paper. Looking down at Magnanimo as he knelt on the floor, he said “please, do rise up; the floor is cold.” He raised his chin and jutted out his graying beard.


  “Thank you, your majesty. This exquisite carpet, however, is quite warm.”


  The king nodded an acknowledgement of the compliment. Magnanimo did as he was bid, standing before the king with his hands folded over his stomach.


  “And how are things in Elysium?” the king inquired. “It has been a long while since I’ve heard any news from there.” He cocked his head expectantly.


  “Sire, I do not know,” Magnanimo said. He then explained briefly how he had been residing of late in the City of Venus. He spoke of his voyage back to Elysium, and the subsequent loss of his ship on the west coast of Arcadia.


  After conversing for a short while, the king then asked the point of his audience. Magnanimo drew from the pocket of his shirt a signet ring which he held aloft. He normally wore it on a chain around his neck, but since he had given the chain and the talisman to Cavortia, and the ring was too small for his finger, he had put it into the inner pocket of his trousers. He was lucky not to have lost it. The king stretched out his hand, so Magnanimo advanced until he stood immediately in front of the desk, then laid the ring gently where the king could reach it.


  “What is this?” asked the king, picking it up.


  Magnanimo answered, “I am Magnanimo, Crown Prince of Elysium.”


  The king examined the ring, holding it up to the light. A large blue stone glittered in a shaft of sunlight.


  “Yes, this is the signet ring of the Crown Prince,” the king said. He smiled, setting the ring back on the desk and pushed it forward. “Your father once wore it. Would that I had known, and received you in appropriate style.”


  “There is no difficulty about that, your majesty,” Magnanimo replied sincerely. “You could not have known.” He picked up the ring and returned it to his pocket.


  “Why do you not wear it?” the king asked.


  “It is too small, your majesty. I need a chain to put it around my neck.”


  “We shall obtain one for you, then.”


  “Thank you, your majesty.”


  “Of course, you know very well that your father and I are old acquaintances?” the king said with a squint in his eyes.


  “Of course, your majesty.”


  “Young man, how well do I know your father?” inquired the king slowly, folding his hands on the desk in front of him. He looked intently at Magnanimo, enunciating carefully.


  Magnanimo regarded the king for a moment, then spoke. “You voyaged together in your youth, sire, visiting the Tharsis Desert. You sailed together from Thaumasia across the Mare Sirenum and the Mare Cimmerium to Hesperia and Aethiopis. From thence to...”


  “Quite so,” the king interrupted. He was satisfied that the young man was possibly the Crown Prince of Elysium, but he would require further questioning. “Please, let us retire to a more comfortable room while you relate to me further details.” He rose from his chair and beckoned Magnanimo to follow him. “I’m not as young as I once was,” he said confidentially as he rose to leave. “These large drafty rooms are for appearances only.” He chuckled, then led Magnanimo out through the room’s back entrance, a magnificent carved door of dark wood that continued the jungle theme of the painted trees. Walking down a long hallway lined with doors, they arrived at the king’s personal study. The room was bright and comfortable.


  “Much more cheerful, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Yes, your majesty.”


  Every wall of the study was filled with books upon heavy wooden shelves from the floor nearly to the high ceiling. The only open space was the door itself and the windows opposite. There was also a high narrow balcony running around the entire room affording access to the upper shelves, and a tall ladder was set in one corner. Large windows of clear Scandian glass stretched across the ceiling. They were rigged with clever draperies that could be pulled across portions of the window to prevent sunlight from lingering on the spines of the books.


  Despite the clear weather, the day was somewhat cool in that latitude. The king rang for a servant, who appeared instantly from the hallway, and ordered a warm pot of heavy black tea. Then, the two of them sat on the floor amid comfortable Scandian pillows and blankets and conversed until early evening. They ordered several more pots of tea, each one delightfully different than the previous.


  Magnanimo had no difficulty in proving to the king that he was indeed the Crown Prince of Elysium. The tale that most convinced him of Magnanimo’s claim concerned a woman and a bolt of cloth at a market in southern Hesperia. It was an embarrassing incident and the king felt sure that none but himself, the King of Elysium, and their closest intimates would ever have known of it. Magnanimo went on to relate, however, that they had in fact met when Magnanimo was a small boy, on the occasion of a state visit by the king of Scandia to the court at Elysium. The mention of this occasion brought recollection to the king and he recognized for certain that this was indeed the same boy grown to splendid manhood.


  “And how shall you return to Elysium?” the king then asked, with a stroke to his beard. He poured himself another cup of tea, then leaned across the table to pour one for Magnanimo, emptying the pot.


  “That, your majesty, is the question I wished to put to you,” Magnanimo answered raising his cup. “For I have no money, and no means of procuring a ship. Nothing in fact but the clothes I now wear.” He sipped the cool tea.


  “In the interest of diplomacy, and to return my friend’s son with all good speed, consider your quest ended. You shall have a ship on the morrow.”


  Magnanimo set down his cup. “Thank you, your majesty. I am most grateful, and my family will be grateful as well.”


  “And put aside the ‘majesty,’ young man.” The king winked at him. “We’re all royalty here, eh.”


  The king invited Magnanimo to meet his two wives and the youngest of his three daughters. He also had two sons, who were older, and being married, resided on their own estates somewhat to the north. That evening, he dined with the king’s family and conversed pleasantly with the young princess, Belladonna. She was a most charming girl with a pleasant, cheerful face, though several years too young to be considered marriageable. She was at the delicious age where young women discover how their beauty turns men’s heads, and she made eyes at Magnanimo throughout the evening. Whenever her parents looked away or were engaged with the servants, she stared at him plainly, turning a lock of hair suggestively with her finger, or running her tongue across her lips and flashing her eyes. She was well dressed and rather attractive. Her low neckline showed off an admirable expanse of the exquisitely pale green skin so common among Scandian women. He briefly entertained a lurid fantasy in which he raised her ruffled skirts and, gripping her firm, young buttocks, plowed up her verdant field from behind. Probably she was one of those girls who cried out loudly. He quickly quelled his rising erection knowing well that it would behoove him to keep a polite distance. He only wished she were a bit older, or a little more discreet. Either one would have sufficed to land them on the pillows together.


  


  * * *


  


  The next day, the king accompanied Magnanimo on a tour of inspection aboard the ship that he had ordered for the prince’s use. It was a fine scouting vessel, painted white and yellow, sleek of line, and with but one low mast and a long boom. Magnanimo assumed she had a deep keel and could slice through the water like a sword through melon. The crew numbered four men, excluding Magnanimo.


  “This ship, though small, is one of the fastest in my fleet,” the king explained, “and I pray it will serve to carry you quickly back to Elysium.”


  Magnanimo stayed that evening again in the palace. At dinner, he surprised Belladonna by occasionally returning one of her gestures. Once he wagged his tongue at her and she blushed.


  Soon after the break of dawn, he bid goodbye to the king and his family. He kissed Belladonna’s hand and lingered over it at length, which brought a blush to her young cheeks as he hoped it would. He turned and swiftly boarded the ship by bounding up the gangplank. Anchor was weighed immediately. There was a brisk wind blowing that morning, and the ship soon rounded the broad cape and set out toward the Propontis with a full sail.


  Magnanimo’s voyage home was quick. The ship was indeed splendidly fast, cutting through the water smoothly. They arrived in seven days at the western end of the Propontis, and sailed through the Panchaian ship canal into the long narrow northern portion of the lake called Trivium Charontis. On their right were the high bluffs west of the City of Chaos. These bluffs were actually the sloping southern side of high granite cliffs which faced north. They formed one edge of a huge seismic fault line that curved many hundreds of leagues westward. Along its entire length, the cliffs plunged vertically for a great distance and terminated in piles of huge boulders on the low plains of Panchaia and Cebrenia. The views from Chaos, which lay high upon the bluffs, were among the most famous in Elysium. In clear weather one could see from the northern edge of the city halfway across Cebrenia and Panchaia toward the Mare Borealis.


  Further on they passed the ancient City of Styx, which sprawled across the East Elysian plains. It was dotted with beautiful white domed buildings that were built low and spread out rather than up. There were carefully tended streets and lush gardens fed by the trickling streams that meandered southward from the bluffs of Chaos. All this loveliness was set amid vast stretches of overgrown and decaying ruins: the remains of a once great city of proud towers and marble pillars that had been levelled by ground quakes in remote antiquity. The vista was a sobering reminder to Magnanimo of the transient nature of life as well as its tenacity.


  Magnanimo’s ship sailed from there into the long narrow portion of the lake, surrounded by cliffs. Trivium Charontis was a triangular body of very deep, blue water, with a long narrow portion extending from its northern end. Entering the main body of Trivium Charontis, his ship skirted the western shore, and finally arrived at the capital city, which was also known as Elysium, perched on the northwest bank of the lake. The journey had taken but twenty five days from Scandia.


  Magnanimo’s ship, flying the Scandian flag, docked at a pier on the outer rim of the harbor, where he knew that foreign ships were typically directed. Leaving the captain to complete docking formalities, Magnanimo alighted alone and hastened to the office of the harbor master where he presented himself.


  He peeked in the door to see Sportio, the harbor master, seated at his desk which was piled high with papers. “Hello?”


  The harbor master looked up. “Magnanimo! You’ve returned!” he exclaimed, for they knew each other well. The harbor master embraced him.


  “It’s good to see you, old man,” Magnanimo said.


  “Aye, don’t you ‘old man’ me you rascal, I can still turn a fair match.” Sportio held out one hefty arm.


  “I believe you,” Magnanimo said laughing. “Please, though, send a runner to the palace before you turn me upside down.” Sportio laughed at his jest, slapping him on the shoulder, and quickly called for a runner. When the runner arrived, he said, “Take this message to the palace, that Magnanimo, Crown Prince of Elysium, has returned at last, aboard a Scandian vessel.” The runner bowed and left.


  “Now, you’ll have a drink with me Magnanimo,” the harbor master said, motioning him to a chair. “My, you have matured, haven’t you, boy? Why, you must be taller than your father by now. And how was your voyage? You’ve been gone far too long, and some thought you dead.” He called out to the front for two mugs of ale and a boy dashed off to the nearest tavern to fetch them.


  “I know, Sportio,” Magnanimo replied seriously. “Have a seat, and I’ll answer all your questions.”


  “And then I’ll turn you upside down.” Sportio laughed and swept piles of paper onto the floor, clearing the entire desk. He put up his arm in the wrestling position. “Or maybe I’ll turn you upside down first.”


  “All right...old man,” Magnanimo said thrusting his arm forward.


  Magnanimo was surprised however, that he was still not stronger than his old friend. Sportio held his own for quite some time, and eventually they agreed to a draw.


  “I’ll take back the ‘old man,’” Magnanimo admitted.


  “And I told you so!”


  “But you didn’t turn me upside down either.”


  “I’ll take back the ‘boy’ then.” They both laughed and leaned back to look each other over. Sportio grabbed his beard in all of his fingers and pulled at it thoughtfully.


  After the boy returned, they conversed for a time while drinking large mugs of cold Elysian ale. Magnanimo told Sportio of his adventures journeying to Arcadia, to Tempe, and south across the Tharsis Desert to Daedalia. A thought of Cavortia crossed his mind, turning his stomach over temporarily, but he did not discuss that part of his return voyage. He proceeded directly to when the ship was attacked and he fell overboard.


  “And I was bringing you a box of Arcadian cigars, too, Sportio.”


  “Ah, more’s the pity, lad, but you’re lucky to be home alive.” Sportio raised his mug. “And here’s to you thinking of your old friends.” They drank another draught together.


  “And how about women, Magnanimo,” Sportio prodded him. “You’ve not mentioned any, uh, lusty feminine conquests.” He drank a deep draught from his mug and wiped his beard with his forearm.


  “Ah, but I have found a woman,” Magnanimo answered.


  Sportio laughed. “But one? Where’s ‘Magnanimo the Conqueror’ that I know!” he exclaimed. “Where’s the ‘Lover of Elysium?’ Have you lost your touch?” He slapped his forehead.


  “Nothing of the kind, Sportio,” Magnanimo hesitated, “but...I’ve fallen in love.”


  “Ho! In Love!” Sportio chuckled and clanked his mug against Magnanimo’s heartily, sloshing ale all across the desk. “And who’s the wench... I mean the young lady, then, eh?”


  “She’s beautiful,” Magnanimo sighed, “Well educated. Cheerful. I’m sure my father will love her as well.” Then he leaned toward Sportio with a leer and whispered, “She’s half Argyran, eh, and a fine bit of cheek, if you take my meaning.” He wiggled a thumb and forefinger to illustrate.


  “Ho ho!” laughed Sportio. “And how is it bedding an Argyran wench, then, eh? I’ve heard a few stories myself.”


  “Splendid of course,” Magnanimo said smiling. “The tales are no exaggeration, I assure you. But I’d best not get carried away, you know; it won’t do to spread the story.” Magnanimo wisely did not mention Cavortia’s profession.


  “Yes, of course.” The harbor master asked soberly, “So you’ve brought this fine specimen of Argyran womanhood with you then?”


  “Sadly, no,” Magnanimo replied, brushing his hand wearily down his face. “And in fact, I don’t know that she yet lives.” Then he related a more complete story of his shipwreck, including Cavortia’s capture off the coast of Arcadia. Sportio listened with increasing restlessness, finally understanding why Magnanimo had returned aboard a Scandian vessel.


  “Why, you must find her, Magnanimo,” he insisted, grasping the young man’s arm with a firm grip. “If she’s been captured by pirates, there’s every chance that she is alive.” He drank another deep draught from his mug. “Ah, but it might take a fleet to find her. If I were a few years younger, I’d accompany you myself, Magnanimo... And there’s the damnable paperwork, too, eh...” He cast his eyes downward.


  “I know, Sportio, and I thank you,” Magnanimo answered. He drained his own mug.


  The king of Elysium, upon hearing of his son’s return, immediately sent an honor guard with a carriage to accompany Magnanimo back to the palace. With promises to visit again soon, Magnanimo took leave of Sportio, and entered the carriage.


  


  * * *


  


  When Capriccio’s ship made port in Illisus on the southern coast of Scandia and unloaded their cargo, he allowed the crew two free days to carouse in the port town. He invited Cavortia to join him at an inn, and to spend the two days seeing the city. As she had never been in Scandia, she readily agreed. On the first day, they visited the famous royal gardens, then dined at Capriccio’s favorite local restaurant overlooking the port. On the second day, they borrowed a carriage drawn by two fine, dappled ungulates, and toured the northern part of the city. Their journey ended on a high hill above the harbor, from which the whole city appeared spread out before them. The streets were laid in precise squares, reflecting the Scandian penchant for orderliness.


  “It looks like a Scandian quilt,” Cavortia observed.


  “Yes, it does,” Capriccio agreed. He took her hand in his.


  The two stood quietly on the hill and watched the sun set slowly across the lake in the direction of Northern Amazonis. Lights began to flicker across the city. Twilight was long in the high latitude, and the pink sky behind them gradually deepened to a dull red and then to black as the stars came out and the aura of light from the setting sun was slowly extinguished. Deimos set in the west just as the sky faded to blackness. They drove the carriage back to the center of the city, while the starry canopy twinkled brilliantly overhead, but neither moon was visible.


  Later, they took a meal at a small restaurant that boasted music every day, where they listened to a native orchestra play Scandian classics until late in the evening. Cavortia was enraptured by the strange music, having never had the opportunity to hear a Scandian orchestra. It was full of deep, reedy wind instruments and twanging strings that were struck with mallets made of metal. There were also small tubular gongs that tinkled throughout, weaving their way among the lusty melodies of the reeds, and a kind of talking drum that was played with two hands. The long, rhapsodic lead melodies were often taken by a string instrument that was plucked. It was laid on the ground and played by one man who knelt over it, his hands flying energetically until perspiration drenched his shirt. The instrument had loose strings and high raised frets that seemed to be under-strung with a thousand sympathetic strings that continually shimmered beneath the main melodies.


  Capriccio and Cavortia returned to the inn after midnight and retired to a soft bed. The next morning, the men gathered early at the ship. Most of them returned groggy and hung over from too much carousing, but a naked swim in the cold water of the harbor soon sobered them up. They managed to ready the ship quickly and set sail before noon. Cavortia did not know that she had missed Magnanimo in Illisus by only a few days.


  Much of the rest of Cavortia’s voyage across to the Propontis and back again was relatively uneventful. They did not engage any other ships in piratical adventures, but seemed content to carry their cargo, whatever it was. Cavortia kept to her daily schedule entertaining the crew. She missed Magnanimo terribly, but consoled herself by frequently imagining that one or the other of the men were her beloved Magnanimo as they embraced her intimately. At those times, her performances were always of unusually high technical perfection, and the men so blessed sometimes commented that she seemed especially salacious. She was quick to attribute any orgasm to her partner’s skill, however, ingratiating herself further with the men.


  Beginning with the shy cabin boy who brought the first gift, a majority of the crew began to treat her romantically and bring her small gifts. There were bolts of fine cloth, and sometimes women’s garments or inexpensive bits of jewelry. They often told her how much they appreciated her talents, and she made each one feel like he was her only lover, keeping a secret tryst, stealing a few moments together. Many of them swore they would never sail in a ship without its own woman again. They soon made her feel like the ship’s glorious diadem. These men were not typical of the Amazonian pirates, and to a man, they attributed their success not to piratical ventures, which they never mentioned at all, but to the intelligence of Capriccio as a trader. They were all quickly becoming rich men, and most of them looked forward to a day, very soon, when they could retire to lives of ease in their home towns in the Amazonian jungle. Some of them jokingly told her that before retiring, they had every intention of making a pilgrimage to Argyre to obtain an Argyran bride, no matter how long it took them. She would look at them fondly and touch their cheeks, reflecting that most of them probably had no idea how far it really was to Argyre.


  More than thirty-five days passed in this manner before Capriccio’s ship again drew near to the Euxinian Narrows. On that day, Cavortia was bedding the captain. He was out of turn, but as captain that was his occasional prerogative. He inquired about the fine necklace she wore, which he had long admired, and about the stone that depended from it. She answered that it had been given to her by a lover.


  “You have a special man, then,” he said.


  She replied that she did. “But he was on the ship with me, and fought with your men. I was dragged away, and do not know whether he was killed.”


  Capriccio begged her to describe the man.


  “Let me ask if any of them recall killing an Elysian man,” he offered. He bounced from the bunk and threw on his clothes. After he had inquired among the men, he came back to her with the news that none of his men recalled killing an Elysian, but two sailors did distinctly recall fighting with one. The Elysian moved too swiftly for them to get in any good strokes, and the last they saw, he had tumbled overboard. Another, who might have been his servant, leapt in after him, but that was the last they saw.


  “Then, there is a chance that he is alive,” Capriccio said to her. “Do you wish to search for him?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said, excitedly embracing him. “I love him with all my heart, Capriccio, but I never properly told him so. He thinks that I only care for him in a casual way.”


  “With you, Cavortia, nothing is casual,” the captain assured her, squeezing a breast. “We’ll soon be in Venus, and you will be free to go.”


  “Perhaps, though, he was lost along the coast,” she said pensively. “Maybe he didn’t make it back to Venus at all. Do you think he could have?”


  “Perhaps,” Capriccio agreed, “Shall we put you off at a port farther up the coast?”


  She indicated that she would be happy to be left near the place where her ship was attacked and Magnanimo lost. “I’ll search at each town along the coast until I find him,” she said, “or his body.”


  Capriccio was not anxious to cross out through the Euxinian Narrows again simply to leave her at some fishing village further north. He insisted that she would fare better here, and that her friend was far more likely to go southward, making for the large city of Phlegethon. It was the nearest large port to where they had captured her ship. To the north were only smaller villages for quite some distance up the coast. If he knew the area, Capriccio concluded, he would certainly head south.


  Before being allowed to go free, the sailors wished to fête Cavortia, so when they arrived at Phlegethon and had docked, they threw a lavish party where the wine flowed freely.


  When the party was well underway, one of the men made a suggestion. Raising his voice above the crowd, he yelled, “Cavortia, if you’re to leave us, you must name your successor!”


  The crowd of men roared approval with clinking mugs. At length, the captain was obliged to address them from the upper deck. He raised his hands, and called to them. They quieted immediately, looking up at him. He agreed volubly that this voyage was the most pleasant he had ever undertaken. He attributed this to Cavortia, and vowed that they should let Cavortia herself find a worthy successor to sail with them. A toast was raised to Cavortia’s health, and the party continued long into the night.


  The next day after they docked at Phlegethon on the north coast of Ferentinae Lacus, the men spread out across the town to comb the taverns and local houses of prostitution for a suitable woman. Late in the afternoon, they began returning in groups of two and three, towing lovely young women along with them. Presently on the main deck, there had assembled a bevy of some fifty or sixty women. Cavortia was obliged by the captain to take each of them aside to be interviewed. They were first offered cabins for the night, and their regular payment for an evening’s entertainment, as Cavortia could not possibly interview them all before dawn. Before the women were led away, Cavortia passed among them as they were assembled on the deck, hoping to winnow the catch somewhat. She looked them each over briefly, checking first their comportment and build, their dress, the color of their skin and eyes, the straightness of their teeth. There were several diminutive Thaumasian women among them, and Cavortia dismissed them outright with a few gold coins for their trouble.


  The captain asked in a whisper, “Why dismiss them so quickly, Cavortia?” He pointed out one in particular. “They’re rather pretty things, don’t you think?”


  She cast him a sidelong glance, squinting her eyes and putting on a wry smile. “You just want to watch them masturbate with their curly tails, no?”


  Capriccio’ face brightened. He was not aware that Thaumasian women had tails. “But without even testing their abilities?” he protested weakly.


  “I’m dismissing them,” Cavortia said firmly, with a light pat to his bulging codpiece, “because Thaumasian women are far too dainty and light-boned to keep anything like a reasonable schedule, Capriccio, for as stout a group of lively rods as you’ve assembled on this ship. Your men would make powdered bone bags of them in two days.”


  Capriccio laughed and pulled the ruffles of his shirt into alignment. “Fair enough.” Touching Cavortia’s shoulder, he leaned over and whispered, “I would like to experience their tails, though. Perhaps we could ask that one to stay a while?” He pointed a finger and wiggled it in the air.


  “Why don’t you escort her home?” Cavortia teased, wiggling her finger in return.


  Several other women were also dismissed. Though all were reasonably attractive, she found a few too thin, too sullen, too haughty. Several of the prettiest were clearly, to her mind, too dimwitted to be any sort of intellectual company for Capriccio. She aimed to find as pleasing a woman as she could, with at least half a wit or some education, and pretty enough. As each of those whom she indicated was dismissed and led away, they were paid for the whole night, as previously agreed. At length, there were only a handful of women left representing the cream of the crop. Cavortia looked them over one last time. Each was taller than average. They all had firm builds that would not break too easily, yet each retained nice feminine curves without appearing stout, and each of them was fair of face and seemed initially to be of cheerful disposition.


  Early the next morning, Cavortia began her interviews. She led them individually to the captain’s cabin and had a pleasant conversation with each, filling half the day. She offered them each tea and a variety of delicacies, watching closely for their reactions. Various questions were put to them, and she carefully noted their answers on paper. She asked them, at first, the reasons for their seeking the position. For the captain had instructed the men to seek a woman who wished to voyage on a merchant ship for a specified term of service under contract. The chosen one would be handsomely paid for a regular schedule of duties, be free to pursue her own activities most evenings and at all ports of call, and see something of the wider world into the bargain. The chosen woman would also receive a bonus at the end of her term, with the option to renew should both she and the crew agree. Such a position was an attractive proposition to quite a number of women, judging by the group Cavortia had seen the previous night.


  One of the women seemed particularly attractive and sophisticated. Her skin was a very pale and pleasing green, and she had long thick hair that was such a deep shade of purple that it appeared nearly black in dim light. Her eyes were golden. Cavortia asked her if she had any skills.


  “I play the lute, my lady,” she said. “And I can sing ballads.”


  Cavortia felt pleased to be called ‘my lady’ and gave the woman a high mark for politeness. “Could you sing something for me?”


  The woman began in a sweet, rich voice to sing an old Arcadian ballad while Cavortia listened intently with her eyes closed. “You’re quite accomplished,” she offered when the woman had finished.


  “Thank you, my lady.”


  “Where were you educated?” asked Cavortia.


  The woman answered immediately. “Phlegethon Music Academy.”


  “Why are you in your current profession?” Cavortia had a good feeling about the young woman.


  The woman raised her eyes to meet Cavortia’s steady gaze. “Someday I hope to join The Guild, my lady.” Her expression said that she knew Cavortia herself must be a guild woman.


  “I see.” Cavortia retained an impassive expression and made a note. “You may go, thank you. Please call in the next young lady.”


  At the end of the day, after interviewing seven women, Cavortia had fairly well made up her mind that the lutenist would be admirably suited to the position. Additionally, she was the only one of the seven who had mentioned the guild; perhaps Cavortia could help the young woman along in life. She called the seven women together into the captain’s cabin and allowed them to seat themselves about the room. They all carried themselves well. Then she asked each of them in turn, a few questions about their ancestry. Four were purely Arcadian, two were half Amazonian. The last, who was the lutenist again, proudly claimed to be one quarter each Thaumasian and Argyran with the remaining half Arcadian. Cavortia’s hunch was confirmed: the woman’s golden eyes, a persistent trait that clung through generations, were clearly the mark of Argyran descent, though this woman had only two breasts like Arcadians.


  “You six,” Cavortia said pointing to the others, “please wait outside.” She then called the captain in and closed the door. To the young woman she said, “Lie there on the bed please and lift your skirt.”


  The woman did as she was bid without hesitation, bunching her skirt up in both hands over her stomach.


  “Touch yourself. Arouse your passions,” Cavortia told her. Cavortia watched while the woman fingered her soft labia gently. A moment later, when the woman had dampened sufficiently, Cavortia gestured to the captain.


  “Capriccio, dear,” she said leading the captain to the bed by one hand. “Tell me what you smell.”


  Capriccio leaned close, his face nearly touching her pubic hair. He stood up straight, and smiling broadly said, “She’s part Argyran, isn’t she? And a splendid choice, Cavortia. Splendid.” He patted the woman’s stomach, then said, “You may lower your skirt, young lady. What is your name?”


  The woman lowered her skirt and sat up on the bed. “My name is...” she stopped for an instant, her eyes darted momentarily away. “Call me Rhamnusia.”


  “Yes, Rhamnusia,” Cavortia said. “The position is yours.” Whether the woman chose to reveal her true name or not, she was still the best candidate of the lot. And she wanted to join the guild.


  The captain then dismissed the other six women, and kept Rhamnusia on board. The others were handsomely paid for a full day’s work with a few extra coins for making a good showing. Several of them were disappointed that they had not been chosen.


  “You never know,” Capriccio told them as they walked down the gangplank, “we may seek you out when her term of service expires. Good day, and thank you for your services.” He bowed to each of them in turn and returned to his cabin.


  That evening, Rhamnusia and Cavortia had an intimate dinner together, without the captain, and spent the rest of the evening in conversation over wine and cigars. Cavortia got to know her successor somewhat, and had time to instruct Rhamnusia in the personalities of many of the crew members. Cavortia handed her a thick sheaf of notes that she had written, both before and after she learned that she would need to choose a successor. She hoped the notes would be helpful to Rhamnusia. Cavortia was especially careful to see that the woman was well informed about little things that would keep the captain happy and satisfied with her performance. She advised Rhamnusia especially to spend her spare time reading, and to purchase books whenever she was in port.


  “The captain is an intellectual, Rhamnusia,” she said, “not a brigand or a cutthroat. And even more than needing the physical arts peculiar to our profession, he thrives on having a companion with which to share ideas. You alone are more important to his psychological well-being than any of his other crew members.”


  In the morning, Cavortia stood on the dock and bid goodbye to each of the sailors with a kiss and a quick embrace. She lingered over the cabin boy, who was near tears over her imminent departure.


  “Get to know Rhamnusia,” she told him, holding his chin in her hand. “She’s a fine woman and you’ll like her.”


  “I will, Cavortia.” He embraced her fondly and rushed aboard the ship.


  The last to board was Capriccio. Cavortia embraced him warmly and held onto his shoulders, then kissed him lightly on the forehead before turning away.


  “I hope to see you again, Capriccio, it has been a most interesting voyage.” She held the captain at arm’s length and smiled, holding his eyes for a long moment.


  “And I hope to see you again, Cavortia. I wish you luck in your quest.” He touched her cheek with three fingers, then grasped the sides of her head and pushed back her hair. “If you are ever, ever, looking for a permanent position, meet me at that restaurant in Illisus. The one with the music. I go there often enough.”


  She smiled heroically, but felt a twinge of sadness inside. “I just may,” she said.


  Capriccio trotted up the gangplank, and two sailors pulled it up after him. Cavortia, holding her small bag of clothing and gifts from the men waved from the dock as they weighed anchor. Then she turned toward the town and went to seek lodging.


  


  * * *


  


  Cavortia walked from the dock into the side streets of Phlegethon and asked after the nearest inn. She soon arrived at a dimly lit public house with a faded sign and an ugly old spinster at the front desk, so she continued on. Turning onto a larger street, she asked after an inn again, and headed in the indicated direction. From the outside it looked to be a clean and orderly establishment, so she entered and requested to speak with the proprietor. She had a small amount of gold, a present from Capriccio, but had decided to keep it in case she had a dire need to use it for something more important than lodging. She had determined, therefore, to try to earn her way slowly down the coast.


  When the proprietor arrived, she was amused to see that he was a round little man with a squint, and in an agitated state. He wrung a towel in his hands.


  “May I help you,” he asked as he bustled in. He looked up at her, and seeing her face, he put down the towel and quickly added, “my lady.”


  “Perhaps,” she said. “I’m looking for lodging, but to tell the truth, I haven’t any money.”


  “I’m sorry, I can’t help you,” he answered, turning away.


  “Perhaps,” she continued, “you might have a customer who is looking for some companionship?” He stopped and turned around. She looked at him coquettishly and then casually slid down her light shirt and bared one shoulder.


  “Ah, now I get your drift, my lady, indeed I do,” he said quickly. “I am most fortunate this evening. One of my oldest customers, a dear friend, a merchant from south Arcadia is here tonight. I’ve asked about for the usual girls of the neighborhood, but they seem to be all busy this evening. I began to wonder what the trouble was. A raw bit of luck, to have them all busy at once. Seems funny. So, I was about to inform him that a girl couldn’t be had at all. And look what the gods place on my doorstep!” He raised both hands in the air and smiled at her, his pudgy face wrinkling up good-naturedly.


  “I’m licensed as well,” Cavortia said, raising her sleeve. He only glanced at her tattoo indifferently, and immediately locked his squinting eyes back on her face.


  “You’re very pretty, my lady, and I’ll ask no questions. You take your usual fee, and pay me half for the room.”


  “I’ll do one better,” she said, putting an elbow on the counter. “You choose the fee and collect it beforehand. I’ll spend the night with him, and you won’t need to make up an extra room.”


  “You are a gentlewoman,” the proprietor said. “You have a deal.” He bustled off into the back, muttering happily. “Licensed as well. My good fortune.”


  The merchant, whose name was Bambilico, was an older man, solidly built, with graying hair and no beard. He had a kindly disposition and bearing. He almost apologized for bothering her. She had hardly entered his room when he insisted that she sit upon the bed. He walked over and raised her skirt perfunctorily, then unlaced his robe with long, deft fingers and was about to start straight away on his business. She giggled, and supposed he thought that she had been called in for a single brief communion.


  “My good sir,” she said, reaching for his codpiece and stroking it with one hand, “I’m yours for the night. There’s no rush about it.”


  This caused him to relax. He sat down beside her on the bed while she explained that she had been engaged for the whole evening, and that her fee was well taken care of. He had nothing further to pay. Inwardly, he praised his friend the proprietor, thinking him quite astute to obtain such a lovely lady at such a ridiculously low price. He must remember to tip the man heavily, he thought, for he must have paid for the woman mostly out of his own pocket.


  So the two of them dined, and she played her role skillfully. She put on her most sophisticated persona and engaged him in witty intellectual conversation. He seemed to know an awful lot about politics and law, and she drew it out of him expertly, never hinting that she was hopelessly inept at politics. She found the conversation strangely fascinating, and liked to watch his movements and hear his baritone voice expounding upon matters legal. There was no excess about him, each word was carefully placed, each movement flowed into the next with the aristocratic grace gained by older men through their years of practice. She moved gradually toward suggestive topics of conversation, and eventually, making him feel as if he had conquered her heart, consummated the union in her grandest style, yielding ever so reluctantly, melting under his embrace and enveloping his sturdy tool to the fullest, crying out and wrapping herself around him when she reached an unfeigned and welcome orgasm beneath his touch. Afterwards, she massaged his back and then his whole body, letting him relax and talk with her quietly.


  In the morning, Bambilico claimed he had never had such a wonderful time with any other woman, and he begged her to stay one more night at any price she cared to name. She agreed to this, at the previous price, to be paid directly to the proprietor. But, she wanted to have the day free until sunset and would meet him that evening in the lobby.


  Cavortia spent the day around the docks, asking after any tall young Elysian men, especially one who might be accompanied by a servant, whom she described as a thin elderly Elysian who habitually wore plain robes. Nobody she talked to had seen a man like either of the ones she described, but then, they always said, there were so many ships passing in and out of the port that one never knew whether he had been through and gone on.


  Cavortia was greeted by the proprietor when she arrived back at the inn promptly at sunset.


  “Ah, Cavortia,” he said, “do you know that three other men have asked after you today? You’re popular indeed. I don’t know, and it’s none of my business, what you did with my friend last night, but the word is certainly spreading. I should offer you a permanent position. Are you sure you won’t stay a while?” He laughed and patted her shoulder.


  She laughed too and pinched his fat cheek. “Thank you, it’s nice to be appreciated. But I’ll be moving on tomorrow. I must be headed south.”


  “Then let me find you companions for the road,” he offered. “I know a few nomads who may be headed that way. It’s not fitting for a pretty young woman to travel these roads by herself. Dangerous, indeed. You go on with the nomads, Cavortia, and they’ll take good care of you. Come see me in the morning, and I’ll let you know what I’ve found.”


  With that, she retired to the merchant’s room. Bambilico took her out that evening for an expensive dinner and a concert of local music. He was a perfectly charming dinner companion and treated her deferentially in public. That evening, after they had made love, he arose from the bed.


  “Really, my dear,” he said, “I’ve been thinking to myself. Your fee is far too low for the happiness you bring an old man. I feel years younger, and I’ve never had a more pleasant companion. Oh, you could teach my wife a thing or two.”


  She laughed pleasantly and sat up in the bed. They were both naked. He looked long at her perfectly curved breasts, then sighed.


  “I really must give you something more.” He took a small drawstring purse out of his tunic, which was laid over a wooden chair. “It’s a trifle,” he said, offering her the purse, “but please accept it.”


  “It’s not necessary, really,” she demurred. “Let us not talk about payments. I have enjoyed myself as much as you have.”


  “That’s quite flattering. Oh, but I insist.”


  She accepted it gratefully in both hands, and rose from the bed to put it into her travelling bag. On her way back to the bed, he grasped her and swept her from her feet.


  “Let’s take one more ride!” He tossed her upon the bed. She giggled and pulled him down. Then, with a quick motion of her arms she turned them both completely over until she was straddling him. His face registered mild surprise at her action.


  “You have a good deal of strength.”


  “No, I have years of practice,” she said. “Now, I’ll show you something interesting.”


  Bambilico had never been taken by a woman in quite that manner before, ridden from above and played like a fine musical instrument. He was able to lie leisurely on his back with her four exquisite breasts of deep green to fondle, and such a beautiful face to gaze upon. She caressed him artfully and touched him knowingly in extremely pleasant ways. She wet her hands with her secretions by inserting fingers into herself alongside his probing member, and dabbed him about with the intoxicating perfume. Leading him slowly, but with gradually increasing intensity, to his ultimate release, she carefully controlled the timing of her own, so that they finally collapsed together in a tight embrace. He had to admit that it was interesting, but that to a man of his age, such sports were exhausting.


  “This sort of thing is for younger men,” he said when they had finished. “More than once per day. Too exhausting. But I’m glad to have had a chance to experience you.”


  Ah, she thought, another happy customer, and one so easily pleased by trifles. They slept nestled together among the pillows without any blankets.


  The next morning when Cavortia awoke, Bambilico the merchant was gone. He left a note, which she read with some amusement. It was a flattering letter of recommendation written ‘To Whom it May Concern’ on a piece of heavy paper. He had signed and sealed it with his personal seal, which she recognized as that of a well known merchant family of Venus. She smiled inwardly, thinking that the letter would make a fine souvenir. The very fact of its existence pointed to a degree of respect that flattered her and represented his unquestioning trust of her. An unscrupulous woman could have used such a letter in innumerable ways for illicit profit. He must have been acutely impressed that she was a thoroughly honest woman. She determined that nobody should ever see the letter but herself, and folded it up tightly. When she opened the purse he had given her to put the letter into it, the purse proved to contain twelve platinum coins, an extravagant sum of money.


  She breakfasted at the inn, and the proprietor then introduced her to an old man from a nomadic band whose summer territory was in the northeastern Arcadian highlands. The caravan was headed southward, for it was seventeen days past mid-summer, and they had already begun their annual migration. Their route would lead them down the eastern shore of Ferentinae Lacus, past the great cities of Acheron and Venus, then around the eastern slopes of Nix Olympica to Albis Lacus, high on the mountain’s southern flank. Cavortia thanked the proprietor profusely for his hospitality. She herself had paid nothing at all for her stay, yet came away with twelve platinum coins. He assured her it was his pleasure to have made her acquaintance, and entreated her to stay anytime, if she was through the town again.


  He stood on the front doorstep and kissed her hand before she left. “Next time, too, it will be on the house.” He winked at her.


  She smiled and bowed deeply to him. “Thank you, and goodbye.”


  The old nomad led her away silently.


  “And Deimos at your back,” called the proprietor behind her.


  Cavortia whirled around to smile and wave once, then trotted along behind the old nomad.


  


  * * *


  


  The caravan which Cavortia joined was filled with delightful nomads in flowing robes of hand-woven barmotez wool. They smiled constantly as they passed among their docile herds of ponderous ungulates and lithe hippogryphs, their flocks of dainty basilisks, and groups of various other small animals in cages atop their wagons. Many of them were musicians, and they had their share of acrobats and jugglers, magicians and fortune tellers. Beautiful children also abounded, peeping out of every wagon and tent, or darting about the camp with cheerful smiles. The younger ones went unabashedly naked in the heat of summer, their bodies tanned a deep green all over. They were a delight to watch as they romped along the road with their wild hair, played hunting games, or imitated their elders in their various pursuits. She had many pleasant days playing with the children, exchanging stories, and learning a few new tricks herself. She quickly learned to juggle with them, and all were amazed by her dexterity, astounded that an old sedentary lady could learn to juggle.


  She greatly enjoyed listening to the musicians as well. Each evening they played upon lutes and panpipes while the young ladies danced in circles, singing and whirling their bright skirts to show off their well-shaped legs. They also had a darling old man with bright eyes and a thin, gray beard who told Arcadian historical stories in an inimitably dramatic style, and recited traditional mythological poems with grand gestures, enhancing his stories with dramatic poses, waving a staff about him as his only prop, becoming all manner of beasts and tools in turn.


  The caravan moved at a leisurely pace, being in no great hurry to arrive at their eventual destination, but savoring each joyful day on the road. At each town they came to, they would camp on the outskirts and spend several days trading and performing for the local folk. This gave Cavortia every chance to inquire after Magnanimo and Drydock at a number of small towns along the coast.


  On her fourth day with the caravan, after they stopped for the evening and the tents were pitched instantly by the expert men and women, Cavortia went to the leader’s tent to introduce herself to him. She had heard that they had no true headman, but there was an hereditary leader of the council of elders. When he was first pointed out to her, she was impressed to find that the head of this council was a relatively young man named Antepustio, rather than the elderly sage she expected. Her surprise vanished, though, when she was reminded that the position was hereditary, so certainly it would be filled by whomever was in the right position, regardless of their age. Antepustio was a widower with three children about the age of puberty who lived apart from him with their grandparents. He was taller than average, and Cavortia found him also very handsome, with a commanding manner that was yet gentle. The corners of his eyes were wrinkled from a continual smile that radiated a singular personal warmth. Above all he exuded an essence of calmness where ever he went.


  “May I enter,” Cavortia asked after the manner of the people.


  “Enter,” Antepustio replied from within.


  When she entered, bending beneath the tent flap, he was seated on pillows and studiously peeling an unfamiliar local fruit. There was a fine, thick carpet of barmotez wool spread on the floor. Its design was a huge tree with colorful pictures of small tents and people perched on its various branches, connected by a network of ladders that ran from branch to branch. The tent was dark but for one lamp which threw a circle of light across the table and the central part of the carpet. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the dimness.


  “Be seated,” Antepustio said, waving one hand toward a pile of pillows in front of him, on the opposite side of a low, round table. She sat, bending both legs to one side, and arranged her long, blue skirt around her, covering her feet.


  “How may I assist you?” His voice had a rich, musical quality, and rose and fell melodically. He continued to concentrate on peeling the fruit, removing thin strips of skin and laying them one atop the other on the table.


  She bowed her head, saying, “I feel that I should seek to repay the kindness of your people in sheltering me and allowing me to accompany them.” She was also hungry for male companionship. Her menstrual cycle was nearly upon her, and she felt depressed, thinking that she would have to live through its full ten days without respite. The nomads would certainly have none of the herbs to which she was accustomed.


  “Thanks are not necessary.” He offered her a perfectly peeled section of the fruit and she took it. It was pleasantly sweet with thick juice, and the pulp melted instantly in her mouth. “It is our custom to offer hospitality to wandering strangers. We expect nothing in return but the pleasant company of new faces.” He smiled at her, radiating kindness, and a sudden warmth filled her heart. “New stories.”


  “Would you then be averse to payment?” she asked. She ran her hands along the deeply carved table. The wood was highly polished and smooth to the touch. She traced its designs with a finger.


  “We have little use for more gold,” he answered, eating another section of fruit, “than what we can earn by performing for the sedentary folk.” He waved the remainder of the fruit in the air as he spoke.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t presume to offer gold,” she said. “Rather, I should like to make a gift to you. Let it be a personal gift then, and let us not say that it is return for hospitality freely given, if that is your custom.”


  He thought for a moment, and decided inwardly to see how far he could play the situation. He had to clench his jaw to keep from laughing. “No,” he said, his smile disappearing. He offered her another section of fruit with a tilt of his head, his long hair spilling around his face. Cavortia accepted it from his hand, and lingered for a moment, touching his fingers. He brushed the hair back and slipped off a ribbon, retying it behind his neck to keep his hair away from his face.


  “I observe,” she continued, sliding the fruit into her mouth with a sensuous gesture, touching her lips, “that you are a widower.” Her fingers lingered near her open lips momentarily, the tip of the fruit was not quite all the way in her mouth. She sucked it in and closed her lips around it.


  “My wife was recently called by the gods,” he said solemnly, “in a most unfortunate accident.” His tone was serene and unhurried. “Yes, I am a widower.”


  “Perhaps I can be of some assistance,” she said. She drew herself closer to him on the pillows, sliding around the table. “If you have a need for even an occasional intimate alliance, or simply some feminine companionship.” She cast her eyes downward, studying her hands, hoping he would just hold her for a while, but fearing she was to be dismissed.


  He looked at her and smiled, but she kept her head down. It was a mischievous smile. “While you are lovely to look upon, I should not presume to desire you,” he said simply. He made it plain that he knew she was attempting to lay a proposition before him. She did not know that he was teasing her by standing aloof.


  He was going to be somewhat difficult, she thought. She had hoped to ease her sense of balance, to make the hospitality a two-way transaction by offering herself in exchange, but this idea was apparently foreign to his customs. Perhaps she should be more direct. She wanted someone to talk to. Someone to embrace her, even for one evening.


  “In my culture,” she said, “when one receives such lavish hospitality, one is grateful to the host.”


  “Indeed.” He put the last piece of fruit between his lips, then paused, gazing at her. Instead of eating it, he leaned toward her and put it up to her lips. She opened her mouth and accepted it, then reached up her hand to touch his fingers. His skin was smooth and warm, his hands ruggedly masculine, but not calloused by hard work. She laced her fingers among his.


  “And there is a need we have,” she continued, “to balance transactions of hospitality, if only in a symbolic way.”


  He nodded. He did not move his hand away, but neither did he return her grasp. She decided to be blunt.


  “I am proposing,” she said grasping his hand more firmly in both of hers, “to express my gratitude by sharing your tent while we journey together.”


  “Ha!” he laughed, pulling his hand away. “I should be so lucky and the gods are infinitely pleased with me.” He smiled and leaned back upon his pillows. He spread out his arms to indicate the tent and his possessions, “What have I, a poor nomad, to offer in return?”


  She drew her hand away, then folded both her hands in her lap. “I was being truthful,” she said with pouting lips. She continued in a soft, sensuous voice. “I should like to...serve you...as we journey together. It would please me. Could you not grant this request?” He rubbed his hand against the stubble under his chin and gazed at her in silence. She knew for certain that he would dismiss her, and she almost rose to leave in embarrassment.


  “Well,” he said slowly, reaching out to put his hand on her shoulder. His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “If it would please my honored guest, then perhaps I could reluctantly grant such a request.” Suddenly, he dropped his hand to her breast and tweaked a nipple. “Under duress of course.” Then he burst out laughing.


  She began to laugh, too, realizing that he had been playing the part of a prudish patriarch with her. His performance was perfectly believable.


  “It has been some time indeed,” he said when he could stop laughing, “since I’ve lain with a woman. I know your profession, Cavortia, from our mutual acquaintance, the lecherous innkeeper. I had some discreet questions asked. And they tell me you’re quite a popular woman.” He pushed her hair aside with one hand. “Understandable indeed. But I’ll wager you thought I hadn’t a lustful bone in my body, didn’t you? You truly thought in your bones that I was going to dismiss you.”


  She giggled and grasped his roaming hand. “I’ll admit that I was almost ready to give up. I almost stood up to leave.”


  “I’m glad you didn’t,” he said, brushing her hair again. “You really are a lovely specimen. A gift to men from the gods indeed. Any man would be proud to know you, to even look upon your beauty. And a fool to walk away from your offer, I’m sure.”


  “Don’t flatter me too much,” she laughed.


  He rose from his pillows and went to get wine, stooping near the edges of the tent, being able to stand up completely only in the center. He returned with a flask, but only one cup. “It is the custom among us,” he said, “for lovers to share a cup.” He stopped with the cup in one hand and the flask in the other. He looked at her quizzically. “Are we lovers, Cavortia?” He half smiled as he poured.


  “Of course,” she crooned sweetly, accepting the cup from his hand. He resumed his seat, moving closer to her and putting his arm around her shoulder.


  “A toast to lovers.” He raised the cup and drained it.


  She leaned onto his breast and they talked together as they drank the wine, sharing the cup between them. It was an extremely strong beverage that smelled of southern desert flowers, but it was cool and tingled the palate pleasantly. He told her where the drink was made, on the high plains near Biblis Fons, due south of Nix Olympica, and described the fields vividly, delving into the method of manufacture. It was stamped out in large vats by young women, then sealed in barrels to ferment for several years in deep caverns underground.


  Cavortia lay against him, and becoming amorous while listening to his deep voice, began to let her hands wander across his chest, touching a scar upon it, then sliding up his neck. She desperately needed to be embraced. At length, Antepustio insisted that since she was the guest, he was obligated to show her first the ways of his people. Afterward, it would be her turn to enlighten him in the ways of her people. He therefore bade her to stand in the center of the tent. She rose and walked to the center of the carpet, where she stood facing the table.


  “When a young bride is first married,” he said rising from the pillows, “it is customary for her new husband to make love in this manner. Now, typically she is supposed to be a virgin, but in reality this is rarely the case. It’s rather part of the marriage ritual. And to perform it correctly in fact requires a bit of practice.” He chuckled. “A good reason to not enter marriage as a virgin.”


  She smiled and nodded, hoping he would hold her again. He told her to simply stand still, then began to walk around, circling about her and admiring her beauty. Occasionally, he touched her, and admired the firmness of her flesh, the straightness of her stance.


  “Now, were this a marriage,” he said, continuing to circle very slowly with deliberate steps, “the relatives of the bride would be over there.” He pointed in front of her. “And the relatives of the groom would be there.” He pointed behind her.


  “They watch?” she asked in surprise. She conjured up an imaginary audience of relatives scrutinizing them from the shadows of the tent.


  “That is the custom,” he said, holding his palms upward. “To solemnize the marriage. It’s an important transaction.”


  Antepustio continued to walk around her, explaining that a marriage is an alliance between two families, involving the trade of goods and the pooling of meagre resources. It was thus vital that the families be satisfied as to the compatibility of the couple, and their earnestness in entering into such a contract. As he walked, and touched her occasionally, he began to recite poetry, chanting and half singing in a language she did not know. His lilting voice and seductive tone were soothing to her ears. She let herself drift in the reverberations of his voice.


  “I’m reciting traditional love poems,” he said at length, “that indicate deep admiration for my new bride. I can almost guarantee that people are listening to my poetry, too. Outside.” He began to work at loosening her clothing every time he passed in front of her. “Does that excite you?”


  “Yes, it does. They know what we’re doing.”


  “They do. All of them. They are like the relatives.”


  Antepustio untied the strings of her heavy white blouse, which took him two trips around her to complete. Then he pulled it down from her shoulders, which required another two passes, while it slid slowly over her body, dangling for a moment from her breasts.


  “Two pairs of breasts,” he murmured. “Where are you from?”


  “I’m half Argyran,” she whispered.


  “Intriguing. I should have known.” He touched each breast in turn. “They are very beautiful.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Most exquisite. They will give sweet milk and raise fine babies.”


  He continued in this manner, walking around her and loosening or removing bits of clothing, admiring each part of her body, until she stood completely naked before him. As she habitually wore no undergarments in the summer, but only a shirt and loose skirt, this took no time at all. She was still wearing Magnanimo’s thin chain. He did not remove this, nor did he comment upon it, though he touched it with his hand and examined the red stone by the dim lamplight. Lastly, he pulled on a ribbon that she had bound into her hair, releasing it to tumble across her bare shoulders.


  “Now, were you really a bride,” he said when she stood naked before him, “you would have been wearing any number of delicate undergarments and many other items such as belts and beaded sashes and ceremonial necklaces that are more difficult to remove. Suffice it to say that this is an abbreviated version of a lengthy ritual. The general idea is to admire the bride fully and fittingly. I would speak of your fine ripe breasts like summer fruits, and touching them, discuss the sweetness of the milk that they will no doubt provide for our many children, as you just heard.” He caressed a breast, and massaged it, drawing forth a large drop of milk that fell to the carpet. She glanced down then looked back to his face with astonishment. “Sleight of hand,” he said laughing, “it’s only wine.”


  He moved behind her. “Now then, I would admire the firmness of your legs, and describe their strength and their curves. I would speak of the fine lines of your pudendum and the bountiful curve of your hips, the narrowness of your waist. Drawing apart your legs and raising one up, I would point out your labia, both majora and minora, your clitoris, the delicate pubic hairs; and admiringly speak of how pleasant they all look. How ripe for the plucking.” Thus saying, he bent and pressed her knees apart until she stood with her legs spread and bent at the knees.


  By this time, Cavortia was becoming warm with anticipation. She could also feel her clitoris enlarging, and knew that she was beginning to secrete her aromatic fluid. She felt a heavy drop of wet dew roll down one leg.


  Antepustio touched her vulva, pulling the hair gently between his fingers and twisting it. He asked, “are you wearing perfume? You have a most pleasant scent.”


  “No,” she replied, “it’s natural among my people.”


  “Ah,” he said, nodding. He continued his slow walk around her. “I’ve not heard of this phenomenon. A most stimulating scent. Now, when you have been disrobed in this manner, and all your parts sufficiently admired by the groom and the audience, I would begin to remove my own garments.” He suddenly found her body irresistibly attractive.


  He stood before her and stopped walking. He slowly drew his belt open by loosening the knot, then drew his robe down from his shoulders, letting it drop to the carpet. He removed his under tunic and loincloth.


  “Behold, the jewelled sceptre!” he exclaimed, standing naked before her. “That is the traditional phrase. Then the bride is supposed to bow down and draw it into her hands.” This she did. It was tremendously long and sceptre-like. While it had been partially flaccid when he first disrobed, it hardened at her touch, rising up slowly with each beat of his heart until it stood fully erect. She caressed the warm, rugged member with her hands. “And then,” he continued, “we do this.”


  He walked around behind her, where he took her hair and twisted it together into a loose bundle and tossed it forward over her shoulder. He caressed her neck, massaging it gently to soften the taut muscles, then worked his way slowly down her back to her hips, kissing her repeatedly. Taking her right hip in one hand at the curve of her waist, he pressed forward lightly on her back. She followed the pressure of his hand, and bent forward. He continued his gentle push, supporting her weight with his other hand, until she was bent forward with both hands on the carpet. He tugged gently on her hip and asked her to bend her knees. She bent her knees until she was kneeling on the floor with her hands on the carpet in front of her. Her sex felt engorged and slippery as he slowly massaged her buttocks together. She imagined the audience of relatives, talking among themselves and admiring their dance.


  “You see,” he said, leaning around her body, “that this could take some practice.”


  “Yes,” she replied. He touched her feet, and glided his hands along her calves, then ascended her thighs with his palms in delicate stroking motions. Eventually, his thumbs reached her labia, and he let them glide along from front to back, then pushed them slightly forward while rubbing together slowly. The sliding motion relaxed her and her scented fluid ran freely down the insides of her thighs. He reached down to pull her knees further apart and then grasped her buttocks with both hands, clenching them and drawing them apart as if halving a fruit, until he had an open target before him. With practiced delicacy he plunged himself deeply into her from behind, not stopping until the hilt of his penis and pubic hair met her smooth flesh. At once she released her breath, suddenly aware that she had been holding it in anticipation, and bent her back to increase the delightful contact with the underside of his penis.


  “And in this way, the marriage is consummated. I will now end the narrative.”


  “By all means.” She ventilated her lungs deeply several times. The strength of her arms nearly failed.


  Rhythmically, slowly, Antepustio began to move. She took up his rhythm with her hips, raising them and dropping onto her elbows until her upper pair of breasts were pressed against the carpet. The intensity increased, for she was feverish with anticipation, and they brought themselves to climax quickly. She felt a small sudden pressure as his semen pumped into her and he shuddered, sliding his hands all the way up her spine to rest on her shoulders, then he lay across her back and lowered her knees. His weight, more comforting than an embrace, held her pinned until she felt that she would melt into the carpet.


  Afterward, when they lay spent upon the carpet in each other’s arms, Antepustio whispered near her ear, “Were you a virgin bride, we would now be lying in a puddle of blood, and the expensive carpet would be ruined.” They both laughed. “Beyond salvage.”


  “I see the value of practice,” she admitted.


  “If only to avoid bloodshed.” He caressed her loosely and stroked her body, gazing at her calm face until she fell asleep with a satisfied smile. He recalled that he had forgotten to sufficiently admire her long eyelashes and exotic upswept eyebrows. There was always tomorrow for that.


  


  * * *


  


  Magnanimo’s return to Elysium was greeted with enthusiasm and vigor by his family. For several days, he was obliged to attend a series of joyful banquets in his honor, and to make visitations to all of his old friends. Amid the festivities, he hardly had a chance to sleep, let alone to discuss his plans with his father. After things began to return to normal, however, he finally caught his father one morning after breakfast. He had been in Elysium for nine days and had not had the opportunity for a serious discussion alone with his father.


  “Father, I would like to talk to you,” he said as they arose from the breakfast table.


  “Of course, anytime,” said his father. He smiled and put an arm around Magnanimo’s shoulders. “Let us take a walk in the garden.” His son’s shoulders seemed to have broadened while he was away, and the musculature was firm. “We’ve hardly spoken since you’ve been home, my boy.”


  They descended along a winding stairwell to ground level at the back of the palace. It was lower than the front entrance, and opened into a large, well-tended garden. There were innumerable birds chattering in the wispy trees, and a variety of animals scurrying about in the underbrush. The weather was pleasant, though humid, with a few high clouds lined up across the southern sky.


  “You sound like you have something specific to discuss,” the king said when they had walked for a few moments outside. They wandered down a path that was littered with fallen leaves. The trees arched overhead, revealing patches of sky between the high branches.


  “I must return to Arcadia,” Magnanimo said, “to Venus, that is.”


  “Why is that, Magnanimo? You’ve only just arrived home.” The king thought that his son seemed uneasy.


  Magnanimo continued to walk. He slowly pushed dried leaves aside with his sandaled foot and smelled the warm air. The thick scent of the summer flowers reminded him of Cavortia. “I have some business left unattended, father.”


  “Oh? What business might that be?”


  Magnanimo could hardly skirt around the issue any more. “I’m in love, actually.”


  The king walked along, pulling on his beard and shuffling his sandals among dried leaves. He thought that being in love might explain Magnanimo’s behavior. Perhaps he was afraid to bring the young woman home, fearing she would not meet with familial approval. “What is the girl’s name?” He glanced again at his son, grown taller than himself. “Rather, the woman’s name, I should say.”


  Magnanimo sighed. “Cavortia,” he said, drawing out the second syllable to heavenly length with a deep roll of the ‘R’. His father smiled at the ease with which Magnanimo affected the Arcadian accent.


  “Lovely.” He gazed up into the trees, breathing deeply to sample the lovely scent of his summer garden. “What sort of woman is she?”


  “Oh, she does many things,” Magnanimo answered enthusiastically. “She’s literate and classically educated. An artist, actually. She molds wonderful ceramic pieces.” She studies erotic poetry and turns out giant penises on a potter’s wheel, he thought to himself, smiling inwardly. He dared not say anything like that. He continued, saying, “Oh, she loves music and dance.”


  “Admirable,” the king said sincerely, continuing to walk along beside his son. “All fine pursuits for a future queen. A patron of the fine arts.” He hummed to himself, looking about the garden, enjoying the walk and the quiet company of his son. Magnanimo looked wistfully at the flowers, touching them lightly as he passed, tapping their variegated petals and watching them spring back.


  “So,” the king said grinning. He patted Magnanimo’s arm. “You want to bring your bride back home to Elysium?”


  “Well, first I have to find her,” Magnanimo said.


  His father paused in his steps and looked questioningly at Magnanimo. “You have to find her? Is she lost?” He furrowed his brow, but began walking again, his son pacing by his side.


  Magnanimo proceeded to relate a somewhat censored tale of his first days in Venus as they continued walking along the pleasant garden path, kicking up fallen leaves. At length they came to an open glade, where a variety of multi-colored flowers were blooming in splendor, swaying in a light breeze that came up suddenly. They stopped and sat on an old wooden bench together as Magnanimo continued his story. He had gone through the telling of his first year in Venus, and come around to when he met Cavortia.


  “So she was not so keen on marrying you, then,” his father said.


  “Well, father, I didn’t actually tell her I’m the Crown Prince of Elysium.”


  This explained much. “Ah,” his father said with a wink, “travelling incognito, were you?”


  “Well, yes, I was.” He blushed, then leaned back on the bench with his hands behind him.


  “There’s no problem,” laughed his father, patting his shoulder, “I did the same when I was your age. There’s nothing like it. If the people know you’re the prince, why there’s not a moment’s peace, at home or abroad. I’d have advised you the same way.” His voice dropped to a confidential whisper. “And it’s especially true with ladies, eh. Why if they find out you’re a prince, they’ll tag along behind you where ever you go.”


  “That is true,” Magnanimo agreed heartily. “So I never told her who I am. She’s wonderful, really. Strong and gracious with a heart of gold, and...” He hesitated.


  “Good in bed?” his father asked. He slapped his knee and laughed.


  “Well, yes, she is good in bed, father. But that’s not all. She’s got a certain pride. She comes from a well-to-do family herself, you understand. Not nobility, but a good family with a large estate. An old family, I gather. She refused to marry me, though I asked her directly on a number of occasions.”


  “But, that’s not the end of the story, is it? You’ve only told me what happened up to the time you met this young siren. How did you lose her, that’s what I’m waiting to hear.”


  Magnanimo was about to take exception to his father’s use of the word ‘siren,’ but he noticed the humorous look in his eye. His father was joking, of course. He continued with his story, omitting irrelevant details and working delicately around any mention of her true profession. Eventually he told how she had been falsely accused of compounding gambling debts, and they had fled together. He also declined to mention that she had been accused of murdering anyone. He personally did not mind, believing that anyone whom Cavortia chose to murder probably well deserved it, but thought that this bit of information would not set well with the family.


  Magnanimo’s father was astute enough to realize that there were some parts of the story that were being purposefully avoided, but he respected his son’s silence. Probably, reasoned the king, his son was chivalrously protecting the young woman’s reputation, or hiding a few minor facts that he supposed to be shocking, but which would not have mattered had they been known.


  “I lost her when our ship was beset by pirates. We had just crossed through the Euxinian Narrows. Do you know them?”


  The king nodded. “I have been through them a number of times.” He smiled at his son. “There’s no other way to Venus by sea.”


  “So, we were anchored to the north, and attacked at night. They were cutting throats left and right. Swarming over the ship. They found Cavortia.”


  He paused, and his father nodded. “Continue.”


  “So I saw them leading her away, but I couldn’t get to her. I was being held at bay by three pirates myself, and hadn’t my sword with me. I suppose I lost my footing in the dark. In the end, I found myself falling overboard. The ship was moving off. The anchor had apparently been lifted, and it was drifting. I noticed then that the sails had been unfurled, so the ship was actually under sail and picking up speed. I couldn’t catch up, so I swam for shore.” He paused in his narrative. “They put her under sail at night, father!”


  “Rather foolhardy of them. You eventually made it back to Venus?”


  “No, I went to Scandia instead, intending to keep working my way toward Elysium. The king lent me a ship to return here.” This much the king had gathered when his son arrived on a Scandian vessel.


  “Not back to save the woman you love?” His father raised his eyebrows.


  “No, father. She was lost. I had no gold. My servant was lost. I had no clothing or supplies. And I had no way of finding her immediately. I thought to come back with a few men, at least. I’ll drain the Euxinus Lacus, if necessary, and sift until I find her.”


  They stood in silence a few moments, the king nodding slowly and looking about. “And how is the king of Scandia?” he asked finally.


  “He’s well,” Magnanimo replied.


  “And I suppose his baby daughter is all grown?”


  “The one called Belladonna?” Magnanimo asked.


  “That’s the one. She was a pretty baby when last I saw her.”


  “Oh, she’s quite a young lady, father.”


  Their talk moved gradually on to other topics while they wandered further in the garden, both in pensive moods. They sat at various benches, admiring the changing views as the sun moved slowly across the sky, but Magnanimo’s story was constantly in their thoughts. The morning flowers closed up, and the afternoon flowers opened their blossoms, letting out a new palette of colors and pleasant scents that pervaded the intermittent breeze.


  The king was particularly interested in hearing more about the City of Venus. He had been there as well, in his youth, and had fond memories of that beautiful city. He recalled the lovely spires, rising abruptly from the surrounding plains, and the quaint boatmen poling lazily through the broad canals. He was perplexed, at first, to hear how things had changed, and then became downright angry when he heard about the political situation.


  “Corruption, and gambling dens!” he roared. “Smuggling! In Venus!” He jumped up from the bench and began pacing. “You don’t understand the import of this, evidently,” he said angrily.


  “I suppose not, father.”


  “You should go to the library as soon as we’re done here, and dig out a few books on the history of that unique city. You should know that it’s been considered a sterling example of good government. It’s been incorruptible. The citizenry are well-educated and defend their freedoms vigorously. Something has gone terribly wrong in Venus. It’s a wonder.” He turned abruptly, motioning to his son to follow. “I should let you tell this tale to a few advisors,” he said.


  “Very well.” They walked back inside.


  “This is more serious, Magnanimo,” the king said harshly as they entered private chambers, “than losing a somewhat reluctant bride.”


  The king called a page to arrange an immediate meeting of his key governmental advisors and the court historian. He mentioned that they should come prepared to discuss some interesting developments in Venusian politics.


  When the advisors had assembled, except for the court historian, the king asked Magnanimo to relate recent events, and report upon his general impressions of the city government. A moment later, the historian rushed in the door, with an armful of books. He was a small pudgy man who was terribly nearsighted so that he continually squinted like a dazed nocturnal animal. “Pardon, your majesty,” he explained, dumping the books on the table. The court historian caught his wind. “I thought a few volumes might be of some use.” His voice sounded to Magnanimo like an insistent basilisk hatchling.


  “Possibly,” the king frowned. To Magnanimo, he said “please continue.”


  Magnanimo continued to relate events. He described an increase in capital crimes, of smuggling, and sudden inexplicable changes in the city council.


  “You said guillotine, did you not?” the court historian asked, looking up from the notes he was scribbling.


  “Yes, the guillotine was ordered into use last year in most capital cases,” Magnanimo said.


  The historian bent close to his paper and scribbled again. “Disgusting,” he murmured, shaking his head. He reached for a volume on the table, saying “the guillotine hasn’t been used in Venus for, let’s see...” He leafed through the book quickly, his nose nearly touching the pages, and found what he was looking for. “Uh, nearly four hundred years,” he concluded. He dropped the book back on the table for emphasis.


  “Until last year,” the king said, leaning back in his chair at the table’s head.


  “And gambling,” offered one political advisor.


  “Yes, sir,” Magnanimo confirmed.


  “Gambling was always a minor attraction in Venus,” the advisor continued. “It has always been strictly controlled, and confined to a few districts where it has been practiced since antiquity. Frankly, the citizens themselves have always had little interest in gambling. It was mostly a tourist trade for the bumpkins. A sudden increase in gambling city-wide is not a good portent. Points to a governmental instability.” Two other advisors agreed, amplifying somewhat on this opinion.


  The meeting continued in a brisk manner, with the several advisors cross examining Magnanimo and bantering among themselves until evening. They all took their evening meal of light finger foods in the same chamber behind closed doors, and did not adjourn until night had fallen. The king asked them to ponder the issues and return in the morning for further discussion.


  Magnanimo and his father then retired to the library, the king’s favorite room, to relax. They spent the rest of the evening with Magnanimo’s mother and two younger sisters, playing cards and engaging in light conversation. His mother would not hear of any serious topic interrupting a family card game, so she kept up a lively chatter with her daughters and flicked the cards out with precision. The two young women had certainly blossomed since Magnanimo had seen them last; they were regular young ladies now, not children any longer. They spoke of concerts and parties, and talked a bit about their friends. The elder of the two was becoming quite an attractive thing, and by her look of maturity, Magnanimo supposed that she had possibly been with a man or two. He casually wondered who they might be.


  Neither Magnanimo nor the king mentioned the purpose of the meeting that kept them through their accustomed dinner time, and the queen was discreet enough not to ask. She would be told when the time was right, but most definitely not during her evening card games. Nonetheless, if she did not hear anything interesting by the following noon, she thought, she would certainly tweak a few advisors’ pointed ears to find out if it was anything seriously requiring her personal attention. She concentrated on keeping the mood light and the cards moving.


  


  * * *


  


  The king of Elysium called his advisors together rather late the next morning, after having breakfast with his family. Entering the advisory chambers, he was surprised to see them already seated around the table. The court historian had brought even more books and papers than the day before. The two other advisors present were the king’s chief political advisor and a specialist in Arcadian politics.


  “There are two major questions to be resolved,” the king said as he sat down slowly at the head of the table. “The first is rather easily disposed of.”


  Magnanimo sat down next to his father and tried to remain in the background. The two political advisors sat across from them, and the court historian had commandeered the remainder of the table, upon which he spread his books and papers. Magnanimo regarded him with amusement.


  “As you were informed yesterday, a young woman friend of Magnanimo’s has gone missing,” the king lectured. “I say this is easily disposed of, as we are merely required to send a ship or two, with Magnanimo in command, to search for her.”


  The chief political advisor, a very old man with a long, majestic beard, nodded his head sagely. “But the other question?”


  “Is of greater import,” the king said. “You all heard the testimony yesterday that leads us to believe that the political situation in Venus is rather serious. I know from my own experience, and the court historian can support me in this, that Venus has been known widely as a city possessed of a singularly stable government.”


  “Indeed,” the court historian offered, looking up with a squint, “it is often looked upon as a shining example of fine government. Neither oppressive nor overly permissive, it plods along decade after decade with Deimosian dignity. Instability in their system, which is incidentally the oldest known experiment in non-hereditary self governance, could have serious consequences for other city-states of Arcadia.” Magnanimo twisted his lip to keep from giggling at the man’s grandiloquence.


  “It would seem so,” the Arcadian specialist agreed. The king looked at him, nodding for him to continue. “I feel that the liberties of the people are in some danger, your majesty. Were this instability to spread to Acheron or other nearby cities, the result could be a group of unfriendly governments controlling most of western Arcadia.”


  The political advisor nodded. “One might also begin to wonder whether such a situation would have an eventual effect upon relations with Amazonis.”


  The court historian interrupted, saying, “there are, however, some precedents for sudden changes in governmental policy in Venus.”


  “Ah,” the Arcadian specialist interjected, “but nothing very recent.”


  “Assuredly so,” the historian conceded. “And those have been, for the most part petty situations in which minority political factions, typically an overzealous merchant class vying for political control, split the populace into two or more antagonistic political camps without a clear majority. Such situations are typically quelled quickly without severe violence.” He cleared this throat and squinted around at the other advisors. “If that historical precedent is of any relevance to the present situation, your majesty.”


  “It is, thank you,” the king said politely.


  The chief political advisor faced the king and asked, “Sire, what is your inclination in this matter? To intervene?”


  The king leaned forward over the table to face his advisors, putting up his elbows on the flat surface and kneading his hands together. “As a topic of discussion,” he began, “I would like to propose sending an expeditionary force.” He rested his chin upon one thumb. The king had fond memories of the idyllic life in Venus, and the carefree lives of its people were foremost in his thoughts. The spread of an evil political system could soon drain all of that away, leaving the city a dead shell with no soul, no vitality.


  “That would be ill advised,” the historian said quickly. “The perception is often as important as the reality.” Magnanimo wondered where he obtained that obvious quote.


  “Which only means,” added the chief political advisor, calmly pressing his beard between two fingers, “that we should be prepared with allies, and be sure that the purpose of the expedition is spread widely.”


  “As I was about to say,” the historian said flatly, resuming his perpetual scribbling.


  The Arcadian specialist frowned deeply and rubbed his thumb along the corner of the table. “But such an action could be interpreted too easily as an invasionary force. With potentially disastrous consequences. We could soon be embroiled in...a War.” He brought his palm down with a quick slap upon the table.


  “Precisely why it is important to inform not only our own allies, but the allies of Venus of our intentions,” the chief political advisor added firmly.


  “And precisely what should be the stated purpose?” asked Magnanimo. This was becoming a larger issue than he had realized. Their serious tones did nothing to reassure him.


  “Why only that, having heard that there may be certain governmental instabilities of concern to legitimate Elysian interests, we have sent a diplomatic mission to investigate,” stated the king. “Nothing more.”


  “Leave the next move to them,” the historian interjected.


  The chief political advisor’s face brightened with a thought. “I would recommend, sire, that the King of Scandia be informed, if we are to undertake such an expedition.”


  “I had intended that,” the king replied, “it is a good thought, thank you.”


  “Of course,” continued the advisor inclining his head, “it seems appropriate to dispatch an emissary to Scandia along with the expeditionary force. They could split into two parties after crossing through The Propontis, with the Scandian emissary taking the northern route, while the expeditionary force itself sails directly across Euxinus Lacus to Venus.”


  “Returning the king’s ship at the same time,” Magnanimo offered.


  The Arcadian expert then spoke up. “Along the way, it would be prudent to send emissaries to Acheron, once the expedition has entered Ferentinae Lacus. It’s on the way down the Ferentine coast, and would require but a brief stop. Possibly an emissary to Phlegethon would also be advisable.”


  “An admirable idea,” agreed the chief political advisor.


  The historian was still leafing through his books. He raised his head and said, “You could also request the Governing board of Acheron to send messengers to Lycus and Phlegethon. Or perhaps also visit Phlegethon itself after crossing the Euxinian Narrows.”


  “Excellent suggestion, Historian, thank you,” the king said. The historian nodded once.


  “And as for armament?” asked Magnanimo.


  “Full armament,” the king stated bluntly. “But carried discreetly of course, not brandished about to frighten people, unless the situation so dictates.”


  The morning passed quickly as they laid firmer plans for the expeditionary force and began drawing up a list of vessels and armaments. To lead the expedition, the King chose an older admiral named Flaccido who had solid previous experience on the waters of Euxinus Lacus. Flaccido was called in immediately after the mid-day meal to hear the results of their deliberation and begin preparations. He listened intently, leaning back upon his chair while chewing his lips and resting both hands thoughtfully upon his round belly as the situation was explained. He put in a few questions, and occasionally made a witty remark. He seemed like a seasoned commander with a sense of humor, and Magnanimo liked him immediately. The meeting continued without break until early evening.


  The chief political advisor thought it best that they be prepared for two possibilities. In the first place, it might transpire that they found nothing terribly amiss in Venus, in which case they would look foolish having sent too large a force. In the second place, however, if they found the city in political turmoil, they might be required to restore order. At worst, he pointed out gravely, that could require a forcible ejection of the current governing body. They all hoped that would not come to pass, but if it did, there was the possibility that no force could be too large. Should actual battle ensue, the king decided to instruct his men to do their utmost to see that they did not “restore” an unwanted government over the contrary will of the people. Some scouting would thus be required as well, to ascertain the sway of popular opinion within the city.


  The king and his advisors huddled around a map that had been laid out on the table and deliberated upon the exact number of men to send. “What is the current population of the city?” he asked Magnanimo.


  “About fifty-eight thousand.”


  The political advisor was about to say fifty-five. “That means the city guards probably number fewer than three or four hundred.”


  “Fifty-eight thousand?” the king asked, raising his eyebrows. He had always thought it at least twice that large. “It’s smaller than Illisus.”


  The court historian leapt in with further information. “The City of Venus is actually quite spread out, what with the canals and parks, but the population density has always been quite low. It seems more populous than it really is, which is curious considering its central location along the main western trade routes. The cities of Phlegethon and Lycus are actually quite a bit larger. Lycus itself must have a population approaching one-hundred thousand.”


  Mischievously fueling the irrelevant conversation, Magnanimo added “Ah, but Lycus is the central crossroads of Arcadia.”


  “Precisely,” the historian continued, standing up to view Magnanimo’s face over the backs of the others. “There’s supposed to be an interesting correlation between the current city population patterns and the primordial distribution of agricultural tribes along the western axis of Arcadia.”


  “Really?” Magnanimo moved away from the table and continued to chat with the historian.


  In the end, the group settled on sending a force of five hundred men in seven ships under Flaccido’s command, feeling that such a force would be sufficient to protect them from outright massacre even if it did not prove large enough to overcome a determined foe. Magnanimo was to take command of one vessel. The other captains would be chosen at Flaccido’s discretion. The admiral indicated confidently that the force could be ready in a few days. At the same time, the ship that Magnanimo had borrowed from the King of Scandia was to be made ready for the return voyage. That ship would also carry an emissary to Scandia. The Arcadian specialist also pointed out that the Governing Board of Acheron might be amenable to sending along an accompanying force. That all depended, however, on how Acheron perceived the situation in Venus. It might behoove them to assure some extra space in some of the vessels. Being the closest large city-state to Venus itself, Acheron was probably in continuous diplomatic contact, so they should have a better feeling for the local situation. Further planning beyond that would have to wait until Flaccido had a chance to speak with Acheron’s Governing Board.


  Whatever the outcome, it was made clear to Magnanimo that the Venusian political situation, involving far more people and more serious consequences, should take precedence over his search for Cavortia who was a single individual, important as her life might be to Magnanimo personally. He assured his father that he understood. If she had returned to Venus and awaited him there, so much the better. The expedition’s first and foremost objective was the reconnaissance of the Venusian government.


  Two of the ships Flaccido planned to take were found to have some unsafe timbers in their hulls, and had to be taken aside for drydock repairs. Since the repairs could not be completed before the end of the season, this misfortune necessitated two other ships being rendered fit for the voyage. Contrary to Flaccido’s initial estimation, the fleet took fully six days to be declared ready to sail. On the day before he was to leave, Magnanimo wondered if there was anything he had forgotten. He thought of his brief stay in Scandia and wondered if there was some repayment he could make for the king’s hospitality. Then he remembered the princess Belladonna. He estimated his eldest sister to be about the same height and build as Belladonna, so he sent her off to scour the city and purchase a few Elysian dresses for the Scandian princess, specifying that each should be as elegant as possible and in the latest fashion. He also gave small gifts to the Scandian sailors, and sent along with them a few cases of Elysian wines and liquors for the King of Scandia.


  


  * * *


  


  After her second night with Antepustio, Cavortia began to bleed. She had known that she was nearing menstruation, but had lost count of the days and was not sure when it would begin. She was thankful to have made his acquaintance before the onset of bleeding. He took the news with his customary frivolity in the morning, merely sending the bedclothes off to be laundered by his sister’s daughter, saying they appeared to have taken an inexplicable stain, and could she please see to their care. Having taken care of that, he led Cavortia along a row of tents pitched in a wide field of dried grass, promising her an interesting cultural experience.


  Set apart from the main body of the caravan’s tents were several tents pitched in a semi-circle facing away from the caravan. She walked several paces in front of him, after the manner of his people, while he instructed her which route to follow. They reached one large tent and stopped behind it. The material was faded, no longer bright, and dusty. Antepustio strode forward while Cavortia stayed a pace behind him. He called loudly, and presently an elderly woman in heavy gray robes opened a rear flap in the tent. As she held the flap and stepped halfway out, a cloud of thin, but acrid, blue smoke puffed away on the morning breeze.


  “Yes?” asked the old woman, squinting at them, her eyes unadjusted to the morning light. She held one gnarled hand up to shield her eyes from the sun. “Ah, young Antepustio.”


  “Amphora.” Antepustio bowed lightly toward the old woman. “This woman comes from afar to seek your inimitable instruction in the ancient ways,” he said, reaching out his hand toward Cavortia. She stepped forward and took his hand.


  “Ah, the honored guest.” Amphora smiled widely showing a dark gap where her front teeth should have been. “So, her time is at hand?”


  Antepustio nodded and pushed Cavortia forward, releasing her hand and brushing his own softly across her buttocks. He whispered to her “address her as ‘grandmother,’” then he stepped back.


  “Please, take care of her, Amphora.” He gave a long look to Cavortia, admiring her visage, then turned around and wandered slowly away.


  Amphora looked up at Cavortia, a smile still on her wrinkled face. She had watery eyes set close by a large, crooked nose. “Come in, child,” she said, her voice as dusty as her tent. She pushed the flap aside. Cavortia noticed then that the old woman favored her left hand while the right hung limply at her side with a withered look so that she hunched with her left shoulder held high. She must have been the victim of a stroke, Cavortia thought, that crippled her hand.


  “Thank you, grandmother.” Cavortia bent down and entered the dark interior of the tent. A diffuse light was provided by a number of shielded oil lamps, and the main entrance, on the opposite side of the tent from where Cavortia had entered, was thrown open to let in a dim shaft of smoky, blue light onto a worn carpet of brown and yellow shades. The smoke was thicker inside, making her breathing somewhat uncomfortable. There was a portable iron stove in one corner beneath an open flap in the top of the tent, allowing most of the smoke to billow away into the sky.


  “So, the temple of Aphrodite has collapsed?” the old woman asked, bending her head close to Cavortia’s chest.


  “You mean, am I menstruating?” Cavortia asked, unsure whether Amphora had asked a question or made a statement.


  “Putting it directly.” Amphora laughed lightly, ending with a slight cough.


  “Yes, grandmother, I am menstruating,” Cavortia admitted, the low whisper of her voice matching that of the old woman.


  “All of these women as well,” Amphora said, thrusting her chin to indicate the compound outside. Motioning Cavortia forward, she walked through the tent toward the main entrance. Cavortia looked out into the daylit compound formed by the circle of tents. In the compound were fifteen or more women dressed in long robes of a flimsy white material. Millstones and threshing baskets were laid out, and a few women were engaged in threshing grain, several in grinding it upon large millstones with pestles. The others engaged in conversation or sat quietly in apparent meditation. As they worked, the women chanted quietly to themselves, fitting the rhythm of their work to the chant. A few dun and black basilisks roamed the compound, squawking and cackling, and occasionally chasing each other away from bits of grain that had fallen to the ground. Their wings had all been clipped, so none of them could fly. When chased, they flapped away a bit, and alighted to search the ground about them, pecking and darting their heads as they strutted toward tidbits of food. Cavortia watched the domestic scene in silence.


  “When their time is upon them, they all come here,” Amphora told her. “Here, we sing and work together, we mourn the fallen temple, and prepare the new foundation.”


  “Grandmother, I don’t understand,” Cavortia whispered, looking back toward Amphora who stood behind her in the shadowy interior of the tent. The old woman was silent, looking up at Cavortia’s face. The sounds of the chanting women drifted with the smoke, rising and falling in a slow rhythm, interspersed with the clacking sounds of the pestles upon their great millstones, and occasional squawks of the basilisks.


  “Come, sit here with me.” Amphora hobbled toward a pillow near a low table set before the stove, then slowly lowered herself to sit, one hand holding the table to steady herself.


  The atmosphere inside the tent was stifling and excessively hot. Cavortia felt perspiration beginning under her arms, and across the small of her back. Her skirt was clinging to her damp legs and a few beads of perspiration had formed on her forehead. Having no other cloth, she wiped her face with the wide sleeve of her robe as she sat down near Amphora on a pillow that the old woman pushed forward with her foot.


  “You know nothing of our ways.” The old woman’s voice was flat, simply stating a known fact. With her left hand, she pushed around a few sticks on the table, then picked them up and cast them across the table. She gazed at the markings on them, observing how they fell, then nodded. Again she cast the handful of sticks haphazardly, then gathered them up and pushed them aside in one pile.


  “You will have many children,” Amphora said, peering into Cavortia’s eyes. “Not all of them are yours, but all of them are his.”


  Cavortia nodded once. “No,” she admitted, “I know nothing of your ways.” She held her hands quietly in her lap.


  Amphora nodded, very slowly rocking her whole frail body forward and back, matching the rhythm of the chanting women outside. A whimsical smile crossed her face like a gentle breeze. “Then we shall begin as I do with the youngest women. The new women.”


  “If you please, grandmother.” Cavortia had to listen intently, leaning forward over the table, to hear the woman’s quiet voice. Her lilt and a slight accent suggested that Arcadian was not her native tongue. Cavortia wondered in that case what language the woman originally spoke. She had no previous contact with other old women, and everyone else she had spoken with used Arcadian.


  Amphora smiled gently, radiating an inner warmth from her rugged features. Her face was deeply wrinkled, and her thick lips cracked, but the skin seemed not to be sun-dried, as most of the other older nomads. She seemed comfortable, as if she were entirely used to the elevated temperature and had never sweated. Cavortia thought that perhaps this woman had spent her entire life secluded in these tents, tending and instructing all of the menstruating women of her caravan.


  “When a young woman reaches a certain age,” Amphora began quietly, “the spirit of Aphrodite judges that the time is right to introduce the young woman to the plan of the universe. Aphrodite introduces her to the unending spiral of life that loops back upon itself.” She punctuated her words with expansive motions of her good hand, tracing a spiral in the air.


  Cavortia nodded slightly, indicating that she understood. The woman was very difficult to hear, and Cavortia strained to drive away the sound of chanting that continued in the background. A feeling of calm mystery descended upon her as she looked expectantly at Amphora. Waiting for the old woman to speak, to tell her what to do next, she felt like a young novitiate, eagerly seated at the knee of a wise priestess.


  Amphora pulled her useless right hand across her lap, then reached into the neck of her voluminous robes. With difficulty, she drew out the end of a long necklace made of brown, clay beads. “When the young woman’s body is ripe and her breasts begin to rise like Nix Olympica from the plain, Aphrodite descends, and begins to build her temple.” She paused, fingering her beads, rolling them around in her knobby hand.


  “At this age, a young woman will make a string of beads, like these, to remind her of the cycle of her life, the temple built inside her body.”


  The chanting voices of the women outside continued. In the smoky interior Cavortia found it difficult to breathe, and even more difficult to hear, but she wanted to learn all that Amphora had to teach. “Grandmother, what do these beads symbolize?” she asked hesitantly.


  The old woman moved her hand forward so that Cavortia could see the beads more easily. They were large and crudely worked, as if made by hand from raw clay, perhaps dyed during their manufacture. Cavortia thought that they looked unfired, and she concluded that the people possessed no kilns. They probably obtained their ceramics in trade.


  “There are one hundred beads, daughter, each symbolizing a single day in the cycle of Aphrodite. These that I wear are old and brown, as my body is old. The temple lies in ruins, and cannot be rebuilt.” There was a serene look of resolution in her aged face.


  Cavortia began to have an understanding of Amphora’s mythological symbolism. Certainly she was past childbearing age, and no longer menstruated; perhaps she was the oldest woman in the caravan, passing on her knowledge to the young.


  “When the woman is young,” Amphora continued, “she makes five different colors of beads, each color symbolizing a part of the cycle.”


  “What are the five colors?” Cavortia asked, fingering the woman’s beads and turning them around in her hands. “What is the cycle?”


  Amphora nodded slowly again and pushed the beads back into her robes. “Aphrodite’s temple of blood is built in sixty days. When the temple is completed, there follow twenty days of feasting. If the seed of a child is not caught in that time, the temple begins to deteriorate from disuse. It begins to collapse and deteriorate over the next ten days. After the tenth day of this deterioration, the ruins are washed away over the following ten days, and the foundation is laid anew.”


  Cavortia gazed at the old woman’s eyes, a half smile on her lips, and nodded once. The story made sense to her now, and she saw that it paralleled the menstrual cycle of one hundred days. Ovulation generally occurred after sixty days, and the cycle ended with ten days of bleeding.


  Amphora continued in the same quiet voice. “The beads are strung in this manner. First there is a single white bead, symbolizing hope, the passion and eagerness of Aphrodite; the seed. Then there are fifty-nine yellow beads for the building of the temple. These total sixty beads. There follow twenty green beads, symbolizing our flesh, the color of skin and life. Following the beads of life are ten beads of brown. These symbolize the deterioration of Aphrodite’s temple. It collapses, and turns to ruin, rotting away, like the browning of old fruit. At the end are ten orange beads, the color of blood, symbolizing the washing away of the temple ruins.”


  “I believe I understand, grandmother,” Cavortia said when Amphora had remained silent for a moment.


  The old woman smiled, showing the gap between what few teeth she had left. “There is much for you to learn. This is the beginning. You will learn to chant the story of the goddess Aphrodite, to make your string of beads, and finally enter into the unending spiral with all other women, those who have been and those who will come after us.”


  Cavortia returned her smile. “Thank you for teaching me, grandmother.” She became aware again of the chanting and cocked her head to listen more closely. She did not understand the language, but it seemed to carry the same tonalities as the poetry Antepustio had recited for her. He had claimed it was the ancient tongue of Arcadia, but she knew that it did not match the oldest extant literary works.


  “Today, go and sit in the compound, child. Watch the women work, listen to their chant, and you will learn. Return to your man at sunset, and come here again in the morning.” Amphora waved her away with a faint gesture. “Tomorrow we will begin your lessons.”


  Cavortia stood and bowed to the old woman. “Thank you sincerely, grandmother. I will return tomorrow.”


  “You have a cloth?” Amphora asked suddenly.


  Cavortia understood what she meant. She had tied on a menstrual cloth, provided by Antepustio, as soon as she discovered that her cycle had begun, to avoid leaving blood on her robes. “Yes, I have a cloth.” Bowing again, she pushed aside the flap and retired into the bright compound.


  She spent the rest of the day watching the women pound grain. They put the powdered grain into ceramic bowls and fashioned little cakes by mixing it with a thin orange liquid. They kneaded this together on flat stones, then took the cakes to Amphora, where apparently they were cooked over the fire. As she watched and wondered what significance this ritual held, a feeling grew inside her. Suddenly, the entire scene made sense to her, and a feeling of vastness caused her scalp to tingle: the women were all making cakes of grain and menstrual blood. Cavortia decided that it must be part of a fertility ritual. She sat cross-legged on the edge of the compound with her back to Amphora’s tent, watching the slow ritual and wondering whether anyone ate these cakes.


  When she returned to Antepustio’s tent in the evening, he seemed reluctant to talk about her experiences.


  “They are womens’ mysteries,” he said, with twinkling eyes. “Not for men to intrude upon.”


  “But I have a number of questions,” Cavortia insisted.


  At length, he put down the knife with which he was carving a stick and looked at her with a tender smile. “I suppose we must speak of it,” he said in an amused tone. He pushed the knife away. “So tell me, my precious daughter, about the feminine life.”


  Cavortia laughed quietly and sat down beside him. After she told him what she had learned, Antepustio offered to tell her the original myth of the goddess Aphrodite.


  He put on a storyteller’s persona, standing up with both palms held out, animating his tale with walking fingers and motions depicting shapes. “Aphrodite descended from the starry sky one night and met Deimos, walking abroad among people. Aphrodite saw that he was handsome and virile. Her vagina itched and she desired to mate with him to soothe her fire, but he did not notice her. She resolved to build a temple to attract him, so she plucked a white star from the sky and planted it as a seed. The spot she chose was said to be north of Nix Olympica, along the Olympian River, halfway between the mountain and the delta where the river emptied into Ferentinae Lacus. The place was thereafter known as Aphrodite’s Womb. At this place, Aphrodite began to build a temple. Taking slices of yellow sunlight and blood squeezed from her ample breasts, she molded shining bricks. She carefully laid a foundation around the seed. In sixty days, she built a temple, and stayed inside, waiting for the arrival of Deimos. The temple was magnificent, and because it was built of sunlight, shone brightly across the plains. She felt certain that Deimos would notice. She invited many friends to celebrate with her. Her vagina still itched, so she mated with some of them, including the flighty god Phobos, but still she longed for her coveted Deimos to appear. After twenty days of such celebrating, the bricks of her temple began to fade, and the whole temple began to melt. After ten days of deterioration, the temple lay in ruins. The sunlight had melted all away, leaving only her blood upon the ground. At this time the spring rains came, and washed away the blood. As the blood washed into the river, Aphrodite was approached by the goddess Gaia, who asked what had happened to her beautiful temple. Aphrodite told the sad story to Gaia, who laughed. Gaia told her that she must entice Deimos to her by feeding him, not by building a temple. When he had been fed, he would be attracted to her temple. So Aphrodite went to the river and caught her blood in white cloth before it had all washed away. As Gaia had taught her, she mixed it with pounded grain from the river valley to make cakes. Then she wrapped the cakes in a brightly colored cloth and took them to Deimos, hoping that he would receive them. Deimos was delighted. He ate her cakes and became amorous, so he finally mated with her on a hillside near Nix Olympica.”


  Antepustio stopped in his narrative and rummaged around for a drinking flask. When he had drunk a mouthful he handed the flask to Cavortia. “The women believe we don’t know the whole story,” he said. “It’s supposed to be a secret known only to them.”


  Receiving the flask from his hand, Cavortia asked “what happened after that?”


  Antepustio plopped onto his pillow. “Then, my people were born from the passionate union of Aphrodite and Deimos. Since then we have wandered across Arcadia, spending our winters at Albis Lacus.” He touched her knee familiarly. “The place is called ‘Aphrodite’s Bosom’.”


  Cavortia laughed. “So the women continue to make these cakes?”


  “Yes,” he said, reaching for the drinking flask, “but they are always bitter.” He put the flask to his lips, looking sidelong at her. “They think we don’t know.”


  “Know what?” she asked.


  “They make these cakes only when they’ve been lingering in Amphora’s compound.” He chuckled. “Yet persist in believing we don’t know what they are made from.”


  


  * * *


  


  Lengthy menstruation was something of a novelty for Cavortia, making her feel more uncomfortable than she had been since she was a girl. Her breasts were tender and her body felt constantly tired. When Antepustio expressed surprise at her remarks, she told him that in Venus, and she believed in other cities, women had herbs that were taken early to force an increase in blood flow, so that it stopped after only a day or two. He only shook his head, saying that while he could not tell others how to live their lives, he found it unnatural.


  “It defeats the purpose,” he said simply.


  Cavortia was surprised at his remark. “What is the purpose?”


  “It is part of the natural rhythm,” he said. “The temple of Aphrodite is built, and it is washed away. Always the same. The only way to keep the temple from deteriorating has always been to fill the womb.”


  Cavortia smiled and put her arms around his chest, moving closer to feel his warmth. He returned her embrace lightly. She understood that he would not have intercourse with her while she was menstruating. It was an idea foreign to his customs, but he allowed her to sleep near him, and he cradled her closely each night. She would not have insisted on lovemaking, but she did long for his closeness and it was enough for her to have him nearby.


  On her second day with Amphora and the other women, Cavortia learned to make the beads of Aphrodite, and she proudly wore the necklace she had made. It was customary for young women, during their first cycle, to display their beads outside their robes, as a mark of having attained their full womanhood. Antepustio was amused at the display, usually confined to nubile young women who had hardly any more breasts than the gentle rise of Nix Olympica observed from the plains. He commented that it made him feel as if she were his daughter rather than his lover. Seeing that Cavortia did not understand his remark, he explained that traditionally a young woman’s family, and especially her father, would be offered the first cakes made from her blood. This was so that they could ascertain their quality, and be able to speak eloquently to prospective husbands of the daughter’s fine qualities.


  Having no real family with the caravan, the day after presenting her beads for Antepustio’s admiration, Cavortia brought him the first cakes made from her menstrual blood. She wanted to embrace the entire ritual, playing the role of a nomadic wife, and hoped that he would indulge her. Sitting across from him, she slowly unwrapped the brownish-orange cakes from a cloth and offered them to him on the low table in their tent. He hesitated at first, trying to find an excuse to not eat them. He had not eaten any such cakes since his wife had passed beyond. The recollection of her face left him with a feeling of some emptiness, and he hesitated. Seeing Cavortia’s downcast look, however, he decided that it would genuinely hurt her feelings if he refused. He wanted no shadow to fall between them. She was engulfed in a world of customs and experiences that were as new to her as to any fresh young virgin of his own people, and in the role of her only male relative, he could not refuse her first such offering. Reluctantly, he took one cake and smelled it. The odor was different than he remembered; more pleasant. He bit into it, expecting it to be offensively bitter as always, but as he bit down, a smile broke out on his lips. The cake dissolved quickly in his mouth, spreading a warmth through him. The taste was unexpectedly delicious, the delicate odor and faintly sweet taste blending together to remind him of spring flowers.


  “Do you like it?” Cavortia asked expectantly, seeing his smile.


  “Yes,” he whispered. “I do like it. They’re usually quite bitter, but this is not.” He smelled the cake again, and then recognized the scent. Its odor and taste were purely of Cavortia herself, suffused throughout with the sensual odor of her vagina. He finished the cake enthusiastically and ate another, slowly, gazing at her as he chewed. The experience of tasting and smelling her vulva through the medium of a menstrual cake was an exciting novelty, and this thought made his penis rise quickly in response.


  Cavortia sat down next to him, embracing him tightly. “I’m glad they please you. The other women told me that they smelled strangely. Nobody was sure whether they would be edible.” She laughed and put her face under his arm.


  Antepustio’s desire increased by her closeness and the smell of her feminine perspiration. He embraced her, but struggled within himself. It was not customary to take a woman while she was bleeding, but his desire was overpowering. “They are really most delicious,” he whispered. “Like you. Your scent is in them. Kneaded throughout them.”


  Cavortia felt the desire in his embrace. She believed that the cakes were actually affecting him, raising his ardor. It seemed that she had found a new aphrodisiac. “Do you want to make love?” she asked, putting her hand inside his robes to feel the warmth of his chest.


  Antepustio’s body stiffened for an instant, and he pulled himself up to sit straightly on his pillow. “Well, I do want you, but...” He let the sentence trail off pathetically, hoping she would complete it.


  Cavortia thought she understood the struggle that was occurring within him. On the one hand, he desired release and wanted to make love with her, but on the other, was reluctant to do so in her current condition. She did not blame him, knowing from her own experience that it was generally messy to copulate with a menstruating woman—even if it had not been foreign to his customs. He gazed at her with a patient look on his face, stroking her hair. She drew back and smiled wickedly at him, baring her teeth and squinting her eyes, then climbed over to kneel between his legs facing him. Pulling apart his robes, she undid his loincloth with savage abandon.


  “Sit,” she whispered, pressing him down on the pillows. “You don’t need to move.”


  Antepustio seemed to understand. He reached out to touch her hair, pulling apart the strands that shone like a deep blue aura around her head, lit from behind by the single lamp. He cradled her head in his hands, running his thumbs across her brow, down the sides of her straight nose, across her cheekbones. Cradling her chin in both hands, he thought that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever beheld, and the sight of her perfection took away his breath. He closed his eyes and leaned back against the pillows, still seeing her beautiful face enshrined before him like the goddess herself.


  “May it please the gods,” he whispered.


  Cavortia slipped her hands under the loosened loincloth to find Antepustio’s warm penis within. It was partially erect, and she felt it twitch at her touch, rising up more rigidly. Taking it in both hands, she touched it lingeringly, fondling all of its length, exploring the shaft in minute detail, kneading it with her long fingers. It grew harder under her expert touch until the head gleamed like a huge, polished emerald and the ridges stood out in high relief, crossed with bulging veins. She felt its intense warmth as she brought it close to her face and set it against each cheek in turn to let its warmth penetrate her face and hands. Slowly, she put out her tongue to tease the rim of its emerald head, drawing a sigh of pleasure from his lips. She continued, rotating the organ lightly between her hands, licking it just behind the head, and whirling her tongue around it. Holding his taut testicles in one hand, and with the other wrapped around the rigid shaft, she brought her mouth down over it, working her tongue around the head, sliding down the shaft. He relaxed his tense muscles, letting himself be carried away by her presence upon his whole frontal anatomy at once. She continued to press her mouth over him until his penis was completely inside, the head against the back of her throat. Cavortia imagined its warm length filling her ravenous vagina, twisting around inside her, sliding against her, dipping into her honey-filled recesses. She increased the speed of her tongue and moved her head back and forth to let him penetrate her mouth deeply, then almost let him completely free, tapping lightly with the end of her tongue. She spread her hands out to entangle them in his pubic hair, and glided down between his thighs, then up again to wander over his strong stomach and across his hips. Soon she found a rhythm that appeared to please him, and let herself fall into it, feeling the giant penis fill her mouth, imagining it between her legs; imagining him filling her and melting her womb with his heat. He reached up again and caught her hair in his hands, pushing it around and letting it fall across the bare flesh of his thighs. He stroked her cheeks, and she heard his breathing increase rapidly as he locked his hands behind her neck, and knew he was nearing his climax. At once he grabbed her head firmly and pushed her down over his entire shaft. She clutched his hips, holding herself against him, and felt him pulse several times, forcing out a stream of semen to strike the back of her throat and spread throughout. It filled her mouth and she swallowed, then held her mouth down over him until his orgasm subsided into faint pulsations, and he finally released her head, untangling his sweaty hands from her hair.


  Gripping his sleeves, Cavortia pulling herself up over the top of his body and together they rolled onto their sides. She got up to put out the lamp, then came back to lie beside him in the darkness. He put his robes over her and held her against his chest.


  “Thank you,” he whispered.


  Snuggling against his chest and inhaling deeply to smell the odor of his perspiration, she answered, “it was my pleasure as well.”


  She lay still beside him. She had previously wondered whether there was any truth to Amphora’s tales of the aphrodisiac qualities of the menstrual cakes. Now she believed there was truth to the claims. She supposed that there was something to the story, even if it were not actually chemical. The cakes could conceivably lead their recipients to contemplation of the menstrual blood, then to its source deep in the eternal springs of their wives’ wombs, and hence to thoughts of their pudenda, whence the blood was evacuated, and inevitably their thoughts would move to lovemaking. More than that, though, the story of Aphrodite was a continual reminder to them of the interdependence of love and procreation; that love results in procreation and the offspring fall in love, continuing Amphora’s eternal spiral.


  Cavortia fell asleep against Antepustio’s chest, her hand gripped around her string of beads. She dreamt of Aphrodite’s seed, growing in her own womb and in her dream, the seed grew into children, the children into Magnanimo and Antepustio. They spread out across Arcadia, tilling the fields and multiplying. From each crop they sowed sprang more copies of Antepustio and Magnanimo until they covered Arcadia, rippling like grain in the breeze. In each head of grain was reflected a face. She awoke in the middle of the night to find that Antepustio had rolled over, pulling away his robes, and left her uncovered. She brought a quilt to cover them both, then lay close by, listening to his regular breathing. Her mind drifted, and she thought that perhaps she would take one of her menstrual cakes when she left the caravan. Magnanimo would certainly be surprised. Then she remembered that he was lost, and she had no idea whether a cake would last long enough for her to find him. She knew how to make them, however, so she concluded that she need not take one with her. Finally she fell asleep again, still clutching her beads and fingering the moveable talisman used to count the days of the cycle.


  


  * * *


  


  After several days of travelling slowly through the low hills south of Phlegethon, camping where they found themselves each evening, the caravan of Antepustio finally arrived in a small valley surrounded by steep, forested hills. He took Cavortia for a long walk through the forest, holding her hand and admiring the serenity of the scene. The valley floor was strikingly open all around them, and the absence of underbrush made it look as if the forest had been swept clean.


  “It has been swept clean,” Antepustio said with a laugh.


  “By whom?” Cavortia asked. She reached out for him, longing for his touch. They had not made love since the day before she began to bleed, ten days before.


  “I’ll show you tomorrow,” he said, looking around at the trees. “This is the forest of Deimos.”


  “What will we see tomorrow?” she asked, taking his hand and swinging their arms between them as they walked.


  Antepustio bounded forward, on one foot, with both palms in the air. He held up one finger in imitation of the caravan’s eldest storyteller and pushed his voice into the back of his throat to obfuscate the consonants. “All mysteries shall be revealed to she who waits for Deimos.”


  She giggled and sighed. “I suppose I shall have to wait.”


  He embraced her, then they kissed at length beneath the trees. He took her hand again and they continued their walk until evening.


  The following morning, while the families of the caravan were washing clothing in a nearby stream and beating out their carpets in a sunny clearing, Cavortia and Antepustio went for another walk in the forest. Cavortia’s menstrual cycle ended officially that day, and she had not bled all day, nor since the previous afternoon. She had moved the talisman on her necklace forward to the single white bead. They followed a narrow path into the trees, which arched overhead letting thick shafts of sunlight reach occasional patches of brilliant flowers that dotted the ground. After some time, several low buildings became visible in the forest. They could only be seen after one approached closely, as they were built from native timber and thatched with grasses and leaves that allowed them to blend into the surrounding scenery.


  “A temple?” Cavortia asked, noticing the tall gate. It was built from two large tree trunks carved into the shape of two heavenly gryphons facing each other. The gryphons were brightly painted to resemble the living creatures and looked quite real and ferocious at first. They were the only bit of color visible from the front of the temple, the other buildings having no external colors that were unnatural in that setting. Antepustio and Cavortia entered through the gates side by side, holding hands like a pubescent young couple.


  “As I thought, you are pure of heart, my precious daughter,” Antepustio whispered to her as they passed through.


  She looked at him questioningly. “What do you mean?”


  “The gryphons did not leap out and devour you,” he answered, squeezing her hand.


  She laughed and wrapped herself on his arm. “Is that what they do to evildoers?”


  “Of course,” he said with sudden solemnity. “I’ve seen it myself.” He could not keep himself from smiling as he said it. They continued walking toward the main building.


  Cavortia recalled the forest floor. “The temple caretakers sweep the forest clean?”


  “Yes. All the time. In the forest of Deimos, not a single flower petal must be out of place.”


  The main temple building had two high hornlike projections of light colored wood on top of the roof, jutting out of the thatch like gigantic twin phalli. The building was covered along the front with heavy wooden pillars joined together by crude, handwoven ropes near their crowns. Inside, there were no doorways. The building was entirely open, with four pillars holding up the central section of the roof. In the center was a raised circular dias of hand-hewn marble upon which sat an enormous statue. It was like a coiled serpent below, but terminated in a masculine torso and head.


  “The image of Deimos,” she said, staring at it.


  “Yes, this is a temple of Deimos,” he replied. “Many say it is the original temple of Deimos.”


  They stood at the foot of the dias gazing at the statue. It was carved from a single piece of wood and painted delicately so that each scale of the serpentine lower body was glistening and lifelike, while the deep blue flesh of the upper torso seemed almost to move. The face was old, but rugged and handsome, with a long forked beard that was braided. Each hair on the head and beard was painted separately. Around the neck was a heavy chain of gleaming gold, each link as thick as Cavortia’s wrist.


  “It’s really exquisitely painted,” Cavortia said. “Thank you for bringing me here.”


  “This is not yet the best part,” Antepustio said, gripping her hand. She looked at his face expectantly.


  “Tomorrow there is a festival here. I was hoping we would arrive here in time, and we have.”


  “What sort of festival?” she asked.


  “It’s an annual festival in this district, honoring the temple deity with music.” He explained to her that since antiquity, this temple had been a gathering place for the local people. Having no other place for people of the surrounding villages to meet, they began the custom of an annual gathering at the temple, in the summer. It was ancient, but the statue was being continually renewed, and the most recent one had been carved within the last few years.


  “What is special about it?” she asked.


  “Ah,” he answered as they walked around to peer into the other buildings. “You note that Deimos set this morning?”


  “Yes?”


  “And where do you think the god has gone?” Antepustio asked, with a mysterious tilt of his head.


  She laughed at his expression. “Into the forest?”


  “Very good.” He took up her hand again. “But the primary attraction for visitors is the music.”


  “What sort of music?”


  He explained to her that, especially for those who study ancient music, the temple was extremely interesting because it housed one of the few extant sets of oblong bells forged entirely from iron. This particular set was known as the Buh-kang, since there no other instrument like it. The Buh-kang could be traced back to the dawn of recorded history. It was known to have always been at the temple as far back as any written records referred to it.


  “It was never brought to this temple,” Antepustio concluded, “it has simply always been here. They say, that these are the bells of Deimos himself.”


  Cavortia was excited and squeezed his hand. “I can hardly wait to hear them.” She did not actually believe that they had once belonged to Deimos, but it was nevertheless a thrill for her to have this chance to hear such a famous instrument, one of the oldest instruments in existence, and the only one of its kind. She wondered what it sounded like.


  People from the surrounding villages began arriving at the temple in the late afternoon. Some came to find good seating near the raised platform where the featured orchestra would perform, others to help sweep the grounds clean with long brushes of split reeds, and yet others to simply watch the gathering crowd. As twilight faded into dusk, a number of lamps were lit and hung on poles, forming a ring of light around the perimeter of the temple complex.


  Cavortia suddenly clutched Antepustio’s arm. “Oh, let’s stay here and wait all night.”


  “Are you sure you want to?” he asked. He was surprised that she did not want to rush off and make love immediately, now that her cycle had ended. Perhaps her interest in this was stronger, or perhaps the experience more unusual.


  But Cavortia had a different idea, and it did involve lovemaking. She had eagerly awaited the end of her menstrual cycle. “Won’t it be romantic and wondrous?” she replied with a question. She wondered what it might be like to make love in the dignified temple compound, surrounded by the ring of lamps. Perhaps they should not, though. She decided it might be considered sacrilegious by the local people. Maybe they could steal off into the forest and make love later in the evening under the open sky. She thought happily that it would be romantic that way as well, to spread herself beneath him with the stars overhead.


  “At least, we should be assured of good seating,” he replied.


  Though Antepustio had been to the festival on several occasions and knew what to expect, he also knew that it was one brief stop on a new voyage of discovery for Cavortia, and he understood her feelings. It still surprised him that she had not mentioned having intercourse with him. They returned to their camp only long enough to gather pillows and a blanket of hippogryph feathers, then to pack some food and wine into a leather bag. They stumbled back to the temple through the dark forest, keeping their eyes on the wavering light from the ring of lamps that marked their destination. Back in the compound, they sat huddled together close to the orchestra platform, drinking wine and talking until Cavortia grew too tired to stay awake. She was soon asleep in Antepustio’s arms. He put her head on his lap and covered her with the feather blanket while he stayed awake for a while longer, staring at the few stars visible through the forest leaves. Phobos had set just after sunset, and the night was dark.


  Antepustio was beginning to have deeper feelings for Cavortia. He reflected that she was no longer simply a pleasant corporeal alliance, if she ever had been. At times, he asked himself what particular trait most attracted him. Her beauty was certainly exceptional, but perhaps her most endearing characteristics were her youthful enthusiasm and utter lack of conceit. He had known enough women to be convinced of the aphorism that a beautiful woman is most often marred by an excess of arrogance. Cavortia had none of that. He had spoken truly that her heart was pure. He had effectively watched her encounter the beginning of her own womanhood, shared her menstrual fluid. He found himself counting upon her daily presence, and on occasion anticipating events after the caravan arrived at Albis Lacus, before suddenly recalling that she would leave him when they reached Venus. Knowing that she would certainly leave, he tried to make himself truly feel that they had inexorably different destinies, though he wanted to feel otherwise. Their time together would be joyous, full of memories that they would share forever, yet fade slowly into the misty past as they moved through life along divergent paths. Perhaps, like Phobos and Deimos, they would meet and pass one another on occasion. He hoped their meetings would be frequent, but knew that he should harbor no such expectation. Life would unfold in its own unexpected way, and the surest path to happiness was to find endless delight in the mystery of the future and the wonder of the present. He found his eyes had become moist, and leaning over her sleeping body, let his tears flow freely to drop upon the feather blanket.


  


  * * *


  


  Early in the morning, Cavortia and Antepustio awoke to the sound of talking and the movement of people around them. They sat on the ground and watched as the priests directed the opening of the storage building that housed the immense rack of iron bells. It took several men most of the morning to move each piece of the heavy wooden racks to their places at the center of the platform and then lash them together in preparation for hanging the bells to form the great Buh-kang. At last they began to bring forth the bells themselves. These were large slabs of beaten iron, black and polished by the touch of countless caretakers through the ages. The largest of the bells were carried by two or three villagers. Each was carefully set upon leather straps that were strung along the racks and then looped through holes in the ends of the iron bars to hold them in place. The Buh-kang gradually took form.


  The work of erecting the Buh-kang was completed by mid-day, when the sun was high overhead filtering into the dusty temple compound and the temperature had begun to climb. The humidity was thankfully low. About that time, the main temple gates were thrown wide open. A large cart arrived, pulled by a team of four gray, dappled ungulates. Atop the flat cart were a number of large leather bundles, old and stained.


  “What are those?” Cavortia asked, pointing toward the bundles.


  “The chenzis,” Antepustio replied. Cavortia gave him a questioning look, so he elaborated. “Chenzi is the name given to a large horn. Each of the bundles contains a piece of the instrument. They’ll bring each bundle in and assemble the instrument on the platform.”


  The team of ungulates struggled mightily to pull the cart through the gates toward the platform. When they had finished, a young stable-hand unhitched them and led them away to be watered. Villagers swarmed over the cart, untying straps and pulling aside the large brown tarpaulins that covered the pieces of the chenzi. Cavortia watched intently as they began to unload gleaming brass tubes and set them upon the stage. The process took a good long time, and the men rested once they had set up the largest pieces. When completed, there was a huge horn much taller than a man. The opened bell-shaped portion, two arm lengths in diameter, turned upward at the end to point into the air. The tube curved lightly and tapered until it joined a network of thinner tubes and a set of valves set in the side of the instrument. The valves were controlled by a set of large keys and stops, inlaid with precious stones. The instrument was topped, where there should have been a mouthpiece, by long flexible tubes of black leather that connected to a large bellows for drawing air.


  “It is a beautiful piece of workmanship is it not?” Antepustio asked, leaning close to Cavortia.


  “It is indeed,” she answered. “But how is it played?”


  He laughed. “You shall see very soon.”


  “When all mysteries will be revealed?” she asked, her tongue deep in her throat. They laughed together.


  “An excellent imitation.”


  All morning the crowd of villagers had been gathering. Children ran to and fro around the compound, calling in shrill voices. At last, when preparations were completed, the children were led away by two matrons to enjoy the music from a distance. Antepustio explained that this was so that adults and guests who had come from surrounding villages should not be bothered by their loud voices, but could immerse themselves in the music. Off to one side, beyond the stage, a large metal pot of coals had been set in a cleared space, and had been smoldering for some time. Wads of dried leaves were occasionally tossed atop the coals by two young women in the attire of priestesses with long flowing robes of brilliant yellow. With each handful of leaves, more smoke would pour from the pot and drift through the compound. The aroma was sweet.


  Cavortia asked, “what type of incense is this?”


  “A local herb,” Antepustio answered. “It has highly intoxicating properties that will affect even the audience. Watch.” He pointed away, to where the musicians were gathering. They walked in a line toward the pot, and stopping in front of it, breathed deeply, and pulled at the smoke to wash it over their bodies.


  “They are cleansing their minds,” Antepustio explained. “To prepare for the spirit of Deimos to descend into them and guide the music.”


  There were markings on the ground some distance from the platform, to keep the crowd at a respectful distance. From where Cavortia sat, closest to the markings, she could see the whole platform very clearly.


  As a priestess entered from the side, the crowd’s conversation died to a hush. The priestess stood quite tall, in heavy yellow robes with a tall headdress of brightly colored shells and hippogryph feathers that made her look even taller. She walked slowly to the platform in dignified silence and stood in the center with bowed head. Raising her hands, she called out in a husky, authoritative voice.


  “We bid you welcome,” she shouted so that all could hear. “Welcome to our friends from far countries.” There were a few cheers in the crowd that were quickly hushed as she began to recite the mythical origins of the temple.


  She continued with raised hands and open palms. “We rejoice that you can be with us today to hear the voice of our patron, Deimos. Long ago, far beyond the beginnings of written history, Deimos descended from his place in the heavens to this glade, in the form of a serpent. Here, were I stand now, he walked among the people. He saw that they were troubled, and he endeavored to find the reason for their unhappiness. They seemed to have all their wants fulfilled. They raised crops and prospered. There was water aplenty from the well which stands over there.” The priestess pointed toward another building. “There stands a group of rocks from which clear water has flowed since before Deimos visited.”


  She lowered her hands, and bowed, then looked up again to scan the crowd. “When Deimos had spent many days among them, and seen their comfortable surroundings, he sat to ponder. It was then that he heard the plaintive cry of a lonely chimera in the forest, and noticed at that instant that the people had no music. Therefore, he resolved that he would teach them the joy that could be theirs if they but learned to make instruments for themselves, and to play upon them.”


  “Deimos picked up the boulder that stands over there.” The priestess pointed into the forest. “And with that boulder, as large as a kraken, he smote the mountainside many times, and it cracked open to reveal a vein of pure iron.”


  Cavortia glanced at Antepustio with a smile upon hearing this, and he leaned toward her.


  “Whether the myth is true or not,” he whispered, “there is a huge boulder in the forest near here. I have seen it myself. Near where it lies, there is a worked out vein of iron. It may even be the place where the instrument was forged.”


  The priestess continued with her story. “Deimos drew forth the iron, and with his hands, beat it savagely until it became hot, and glowed as brightly as the sun. Then, he molded the soft iron into a set of rectangular slabs, and set each one aside to cool upon the rocks. When he had finished, he bade the villagers to cut a tree, the largest they could find, and from it he fashioned a rack, like the one before you, that now holds the very iron slabs that were forged by the hand of Deimos before the beginning of history. After they had fashioned the rack, Deimos called the village daughters together and taught them the secret of playing upon the iron bells with mallets. The daughters questioned him asking ‘what is the name of this wonder?’ and Deimos answered ‘it shall be the Buh-kang.’”


  The priestess paused to catch her breath, then raised her hands into the air and knelt on the platform facing the crowd. In a deep trembling voice, she began to chant solemn words in an ancient Arcadian dialect. When she had finished, Antepustio told Cavortia that it was a blessing upon the people, and an incitement to the musicians to open themselves to the spirit of Deimos.


  “Today,” he said, “you will hear in music the same tale you have heard in words. It is the only piece of music that is ever played upon this instrument, and has been handed down among the villagers, from mother to daughter, since remote antiquity.”


  The priestess stood up, and as she left the platform, a row of four young women approached and took their places behind the instrument, arrayed behind the rack. They were identically attired, each with a short yellow skirt tied around her hips, leaving the legs and arms free. The women were all of similar height and build, with their breasts tightly bound in a manner that allowed them to perform the strenuous movements required to play the ancient instrument. Two older male musicians, similarly attired but with their chests bare and painted with intricate designs, took their places at the giant brass tube of the chenzi. Ten or more young men and women, clutching both small and large reed instruments, and flutes of clay or wood, came forward to sit at the front of the platform in a semicircle. For a moment, the orchestra was silent.


  A young woman standing at the Buh-kang near the largest iron slab let out a screeching wail that trailed into silence. Three heartbeats later, she raised one heavy mallet and brought it forcefully down upon the largest iron slab, letting its weight rest upon the vibrating metal. A deep hum began in the ground, well below the threshold of hearing, causing the trees to tremble. The sound vibrated away from the platform until it dove under the crowd. As it sped away through the forest and rushed up the surrounding hills, another tone was struck, blending with the first to form an undulating ripple, like two rocks dropped in a pond. As the tones mingled, the first was struck again, and then a third tone was struck so that the harmonics weaving between them set up a series of countable pulses, like heartbeats deep in the ground. One man at the bellows of the chenzi began to pump it, preparing to release air into the instrument. On the seventh harmonic pulse, he twisted open the main valve, and a deep throated rumble shook the compound. The two young women who worked the higher pitched iron slabs began a slow melody that outlined the rumbling of the ground as the sound of the chenzi continued on, then changed to a higher tone. As the tones vibrated through the crowd, Cavortia felt a tingling between her thighs that ran up her spine. Drawing in her breath, she let it out slowly with a purr deep in her throat, as a wave of pleasure danced across her belly.


  Antepustio glanced at her, with a wide smile on his lips. She was intoxicated by the incense, and he knew she had felt the power of the Buh-kang. She reached out to take his hand, then looked sidelong at the crowd, and noticed for the first time that it was composed primarily of couples, most of them young. Another wave of pleasure rippled through her legs and up her back, causing her breasts to tingle, while the high pitched melodies of the iron slabs set up vibrations in her bones. The harmonics raced through her body and vibrated inside of her head, tickling each bone and rushing out again down her shoulders to her fingers. She held tightly to Antepustio’s hand, squeezing it as a feeling akin to orgasm swept through her. She gasped, and closed her eyes to let the pleasure bathe her.


  Antepustio whispered in her ear. “Look around you.”


  She did as he said, opening her eyes, and saw that many couples had drawn blankets around themselves. She smiled at him, realizing that many in the crowd were making love. She let her fingers dance up his arm, and across his shoulders. She was becoming acutely aware of her nerves, and her flesh tingled everywhere.


  “I see why the children were led away,” she whispered leaning close to his ear. She touched his cheek lightly.


  “Here,” he said, drawing the feather blanket around her shoulders, “sit upon my lap.” The delicious feeling in her whole flesh increased as the blanket drew softly around her. Her vagina contracted and she felt herself suddenly dripping with perfume that seeped out to dampen her pubic hair. She let out a purr from her throat again, then turned to face Antepustio, who was tenderly smiling at her.


  “I’m in ecstasy,” she whispered, feeling the beginnings of an orgasm rising up within her. She pulled herself up onto his lap and they turned to the side so that they could both see the orchestra with their cheeks resting together. As the blanket drew closed around them, Antepustio opened the front of his robes, releasing his penis to enlarge rapidly and leap against her outspread sex. They looked into each other’s bottomless eyes as they embraced, slowly rocking together with the rhythm of the most deeply pitched iron tones that punctuated long woven musical phrases.


  They moved together, almost as if dancing while seated on the ground, and Antepustio slid himself into her and wrapped his arms around her to pull her more closely over his lap, enfolding her tightly. She had never before experienced such a depth of orgasm. Her orgasms continued, timing themselves with the musical phrases punctuated by the largest iron slabs. They washed through her body like a series of tiny waves lapping against a beach.


  The music continued in a languid manner that grew gradually more animated. The Buh-kang was soon joined by a lengthy, drawn out melody played by the chenzi. The melody glided from note to note forming shimmering crests in the midst of the low metallic rumble of the iron slabs. The reed players began a melody that interwove with a flowering of clay flutes and set the nerves in her arms to tingling. The tingling rushed up her arms to her neck and across the top of her head. From deep in her vagina, filled as it was with Antepustio’s slowly throbbing organ, another ripple began, working its way through her thighs and buttocks until she felt herself compelled by the pleasure of the rising orgasm to quicken the pace of his dilatory thrusts. At that instant, the tempo of the music jumped and skipped suddenly with increased intensity, so that the quickened movements of her hips fell naturally into synchronization with the pulsing phrases. She pressed herself over the thick sceptre that filled her womb, and working quickly in time with the uppermost shimmering melodies, suddenly released herself into an orgasm more intense than anything she had ever experienced. She clenched her vagina and abdomen, and hugged Antepustio as tightly as she could bear while the warmth of a long, slow orgasm spread through her. Every nerve in her body simultaneously felt the touch of his skin against her, and the slightest movement sent her careening into another orgasm. Dropping through the air, interwoven with his embrace, she laid her head against his shoulder, the music filling her mind, while orgasms like the rush of a spring river tumbled over her body. Tears began in the corners of her eyes, and instantly turned to a stream that flowed down her cheeks onto his neck, becoming a torrent that flowed like a mountain river.


  While her body was exhausted by the pleasure of extended orgasms that seemed as if they would never stop, Cavortia’s mind was racing forward. She leapt in her mind through the rainbow colored weft and warp of the reeds and flutes; she swam languidly in the calm waters filled with deep iron tones and floated upwards on the rumble of the brass chenzi. At each peak, another orgasm gripped her and tossed her forth into the sea of woven melodies again, to bounce across the flutes and reeds and be caught in the complex shower of brilliant flowers that streamed from the high pitched iron.


  Suddenly she felt no longer in her own body. She had become a single dripping orifice, a thick blanket composed of glistening labial tissue laid out atop the peak of a rocky island jutting from a stormy sea. The rocks prickled and teased her flesh, while she undulated and flapped in the fierce winds. Huge, salty waves played, lapping at the edges of her being. Thunder crashed all around her, with jagged flashes of lightning tearing into the folds of her body-as-orifice, drawing forth each time a damp spray of thick perfume that mingled like oil in the sea around her, then turned to a river of lava that smoldered and hissed as it dripped into the water, causing the sea to boil up, letting forth clouds of steam that settled like a dense fog upon the remaining waters.


  Antepustio felt that he had become a rocky spire rising suddenly from a desert plain to glimmer in the sunlight. He was being covered with soft, diaphanous blankets that fell upon him slowly from the heavens. His body throbbed and eroded in the warmth beneath them until he became a raging volcano that shattered into a cascade of molten stars and fell like jewels upon the blackened sky.


  When she returned to her own body, Cavortia was too exhausted to move. Her orgasms had subsided into a single long wrapping of exquisite pleasure that enfolded her. She sat on Antepustio’s lap, her mind racing with the music. He sat equally still, having long since been brought to a tearful release that left him exhausted as well. The music seemed to go on forever and they both felt their bodies were fused into a single organism, a flower composed of radiant love, that fed upon pulsations of iron and brass while it bobbed slowly along, a stick of wood upon a calm lake.


  Antepustio stroked her cheeks and rubbed his nose against hers. The music continued, but had changed back to a languid river that wound slowly through a wide musical plane. The oceanic waters had receded, leaving them seated in the center of a lush plain over which stretched multiple rainbows hung before a dark sky of madly spinning stars. They could do nothing but look at each other, awed by the spectacle that surrounded them.


  Cavortia noticed that Antepustio’s cheeks were as tear-stained as her own and was suddenly aware of her surroundings, after having been carried away for the whole day upon an ocean of music. They had not moved at all. Glancing around, she saw that the crowd was still around them. Many people were lying on the ground, staring into the sky. Others sat as she did, locked in positions of lovemaking they had finished long before. The sun had set, and twilight was nearly gone when the music finally faded into a deep rumble. The flutes and reeds backed away into silence. The chenzi murmured and then ceased to speak. Finally, there was no sound left but the deep groan of a single slab of iron shaking the valley violently, but slowly fading. The sound seemed to rush inward from the surrounding forest, as if a drop of water were collecting on the surface of a pond. The original ripples were joining together into a drop that leapt into the air, and vanished in the clouds, to finally evaporate before it touched the stars.


  When the last tones had subsided, the crowd sat silently for some time. A light breeze blew through the forest, shaking the trees. No priestess appeared. The musicians walked down from the platform, raising their hands and bowing as they went, then they all disappeared into the night. Cavortia was too exhausted to walk, as she found when she tried to stand up. She and Antepustio lay down upon the ground with the feather blanket over them, and slept peacefully until the next morning.


  


  * * *


  


  Cavortia stayed with the caravan, sharing Antepustio’s tent, for more than twenty-five days altogether. In that time, she learned many of their customs and a great deal about their mythology and folklore. Aside from tender memories of Antepustio, she carried away with her the new skill at juggling and a few lullabies that she had heard young mothers sing to their babies. But the event she recalled with the greatest depth of feeling was the musical festival at the temple of Deimos and the passionate hallucinations she had shared with Antepustio. She asked him to repeat the location and the date of the festival until she had memorized it. The effect of her experience was so profound that she vowed that if she did not find Magnanimo, she would return there and devote herself to the service of the temple. Even if she did find him, she mused, she would visit there again to attend the festival as often as she could.


  Finally, they reached the City of Venus. The caravan approached from the northwest where low hills afforded a splendid view of the entire city with its delicate spires shining in the morning sun. Cavortia’s heart raced, wondering how her friend Vanilla had fared since she had left. She hoped that Vanilla was safe, if not at her parents’ home, then perhaps she had been able to safely flee from Venus and find refuge elsewhere. Cavortia intended to find Vanilla as soon as she could, thinking that perhaps her friend would know something of the fate of Magnanimo. If Magnanimo were alive, and had indeed returned to Venus, she was certain that he would have tried to contact Vanilla. Perhaps, she thought hopefully, he was even now awaiting her in the city.


  Cavortia dared not go directly to her own home, for fear that she would be apprehended, or worse, that she might find it had been confiscated and sold after her disappearance. Instead, she had Antepustio send around a few young men to scout out the area near her home, to see if they could find evidence that it was being watched. They returned to the caravan in the afternoon to tell her that there was no regular guard posted there, but that it seemed to be watched by the city guards on their regular rounds. She would perhaps have a difficult time sneaking back in, and could be caught if they noticed that her house was occupied. But she was relieved that at least it had not been sold, though the government might have simply moved slowly. Antepustio advised her not to go back there, but to seek out her friends. She stayed with the caravan that evening, dressed, as she had been of late, as a young nomadic woman in long robes and heavy sandals. She hoped that she would not be recognized in case the city guard had been given a description of her. She knew that they frequently were given descriptions of various suspicious persons, those accused of being involved in nefarious crimes, so that they could keep a watch for them. A veil might help, she thought, so she borrowed one to tie back her hair with.


  For two further days, she stayed with the caravan, and then Antepustio announced that it was time for them to move on. Though she knew that he could not read the Arcadian script very well, she gave him a paper which contained Vanilla’s address and the address of her parents along with a map. He promised to stop at Venus in the early spring, when the caravan turned northward again. He assured her that he would find her to ascertain that she was in good health. Should she have not found her lover by that time, he graciously invited her to join the caravan at their summer pastures in the north.


  “You are a fine companion, Cavortia, and if you find yourself so inclined, or yet available at that time, please accompany us, even if only for a short journey,” he said to her as they parted at the northern outskirts of the city. He had grown very fond of her on their journey, and harbored some hope that events would prove conducive to her joining him rather more permanently.


  “Antepustio, you are a good man, most kind, and I’ve had...such joyful experience.” She embraced and kissed him. “No, it is more than that. I love you deeply, my friend. I will accompany you north again, if by that time I have not found my...other friends...since it would be folly to stay in Venus...” She paused for a moment, gazing at his entrancing gray eyes, “that is, if I’m still alive and have not been arrested.”


  “We shall see when that time comes,” he said holding her cheeks in his hands. He would miss her presence terribly, he thought, and wondered how he might endure the loneliness. He kissed her forehead lightly, forcing himself to smile, then turned back to the caravan and waved them forward. “I will see you in the spring,” he shouted, then turned away to walk beside the caravan, hurrying toward the lead animals so that she would not see his tears.


  Cavortia watched Antepustio sentimentally for a moment and almost started after him, but resisted the impulse, knowing that no matter how deeply she loved him, they were not destined for each other. He would know that too, and would not turn back for her. Recalling herself, she immediately slipped into some side streets and took a wandering path out to one of the nearest canals to catch a passenger boat. She requested that the old boatman take a circuitous route, though this cost her quite a bit extra as the distance proved to be rather extreme. She was beginning to become fearful, and she hoped indeed that Vanilla was still at home.


  Along the way, Cavortia remembered that she was still wearing the beads of Aphrodite. Even the nomadic women rarely wore them around their necks permanently, but kept them secreted in pockets. She wondered what the boatman thought, or if he even knew what they were. She doubted that he knew what they were, but with a sudden feeling of self-consciousness, she slipped them over her neck and put them into the purse Bambilico had given her, along with his amusing letter of recommendation, and the heavy platinum coins.


  When the boat finally pulled to the side of the canal as close to Vanilla’s street as the canal system approached, she paid the boatman, and added a few extra coins for the old man’s trouble. He poled quite slowly, and she thought he would be on the verge of retirement. He could probably make better use of the extra coins than she could.


  Evening was coming on, and the extended summer twilight was quickly turning into night. When Cavortia arrived at Vanilla’s apartment, by taking a side street and approaching the building from the back, she ascended the dark stairway that led from the alleyway up to the fourth floor. She knocked on Vanilla’s door and waited, but there was no answer. Peering in the side windows from the exterior walkway, she saw no lamps lit inside. The rooms appeared to be tidy, but she was not certain because of the darkness within. Vanilla was either not at home, or was gone. She hoped Vanilla’s absence was only temporary, though she feared worse, and decided to return again later.


  Cavortia had dinner in a nearby restaurant. It was a small homey place in a narrow alley, but close to a main thoroughfare bordered at each end by canals. The restaurant was run by a jovial man of middle age and his wife, a portly woman with rough cheeks. There were only a few customers, seated at two tables near the single front window. The place specialized in spicy southern vegetarian dishes and light ale. Cavortia sat in the back, in the most dimly lit corner, and kept to herself. She tried to amuse herself by talking with the proprietor’s wife as she came and went from the kitchen. The woman was talkative and seemed to enjoy stealing a few moments to converse with her. In this manner, sipping her ale slowly, Cavortia stayed for the whole evening. Rather late, when it became obvious that the proprietor would really like to close up for the night, she reluctantly left. As she paid the modest fee, she realized there were no other customers. She was the last, so she apologized for keeping them working on her account, but the proprietor’s wife assured her that the diversion had been welcome, and that she had too little chance to chat with other women. Walking into the street, Cavortia made her way back to Vanilla’s apartment building. Not daring to take the unlit back way again, she approached the building from the opposite side of the street. When she was directly opposite the main entrance, flanked by open iron gates, she crossed the street quickly and darted through the gates into the entry hall.


  She ascended by the front stairwell. It was well lit by oil lamps on each landing, whereas the back stairs had not been lit at all. She hoped not to meet any of the neighbors. She knocked loudly at Vanilla’s door, but again there was no answer, neither were there any visible lights in the front room. She was disappointed and stood in the hallway wondering what to do next. Frustrated that she would have to come back the following day, she turned and rushed down the stairway, jumping several steps at a time. Seized with sudden fear for her friend’s safety and her own, she wanted to get away quickly. A creeping paranoia was getting the better of her and she discovered she was perspiring heavily. The place might be monitored, she thought anxiously, and she should not be seen coming around too often or someone might get suspicious and call the guard to investigate a persistent stranger.


  She reached the bottom of the stairs, and ducked out of the entry hall into the street. There were no carts or pedestrians to be seen nearby. When she reached the corner of the building, where the back alley joined the front of the building, she was about to cross the street to hurry away, when she heard a muffled sound. Her body prepared itself for martial action by instinct, and she whirled around to look behind her.


  There was a young boy standing in front of her. He darted close, and whispered to her. “Cavortia of Argyre, Friend of Magnanimo?”


  She nodded slowly to him. Her heartbeat suddenly increasing as she heard her name from a stranger.


  “Follow me now. You are in danger. Do not speak, follow.” Then the boy dashed away down the street. She walked to follow him. How had this boy known who she was? She was in nomadic attire, with her hair wrapped in a veil and tucked inside the garment. The boy must have been well informed of what to look for. Or he had spied on her to see which apartment she went to. She knew that he had to have been sent by someone friendly, because he had mentioned both Argyre and Magnanimo. Nor would the city guard have been so clandestine about the affair. They would have simply walked up and openly arrested her.


  The boy stayed always far ahead of her. She could see him at the next street corner, and he would hurry ahead before she got there. Several twists and turns away, he stopped in front of a rude looking tavern and sat down in front of the door. When she reached him, he did not look at her. He whispered, “go inside. Sit at the back.”


  She opened the heavy door and went in. The tavern was badly lit and had a smell like the musty odor of old cigars. It was not crowded, but the occupants, primarily middle aged men, were all engaged in loud conversations and nobody turned or noticed her entrance in any way. She walked directly to the back where there was one empty table near a draped passageway that evidently led back to the kitchen. She sat down at the table, facing the front door. No sooner had she done so, than a hooded figure emerged from the passageway, pushing aside the drapes, and sat down opposite her with its back to the front door. Quickly, the hood of the travelling cloak was drawn back by two thin hands.


  “Drydock!” she exclaimed happily, reaching for his hands.


  “Be very quiet,” he said in a whisper. “You are in danger. The guard may not have you fresh in mind, but you are a fugitive, and they’ll have you marked eventually if you roam the streets long enough.”


  “Drydock, where is Magnanimo?” she whispered back earnestly. “Is he here with you?” She was gripping his hands tightly.


  He withdrew his hands, and said “Cavortia, please stay calm. I don’t know where my master Magnanimo is. The last I saw of him was when he fell overboard from the ship. I jumped in right behind him.”


  Then Drydock stood up, throwing his hood back over his head. “Please, hurry, let us retire to a more private spot.” He ducked through the drapes of the kitchen passage into the back. Cavortia glanced at the other customers, then jumped up and followed him out. He led her up the steep back stairwell to a small room directly above. It was the proprietor’s quarters, apparently.


  “The proprietor is an old friend,” he said. “We can talk safely here.” He closed the door quietly behind him.


  “Oh, Drydock, I’m so glad to see you!” She leapt forward to embrace him tightly and he politely returned the embrace. “But where is Magnanimo!” she wailed, grasping him by both arms and pushing herself away.


  “I’m sorry, Cavortia,” he replied shaking his head slowly. “When I jumped from the ship I thought to stay close to him, but, I’m afraid I’m not such a good swimmer at my age. I lost sight of him soon, and never did find him after that. I was caught in the current and it was all I could do to keep myself afloat in the waves. It was a most terrifying experience. I tried to call to him, but he couldn’t hear me. The last I saw, he was swimming toward shore with strong strokes. I have no doubt that he made it ashore, Cavortia, and eventually we shall find him.”


  “Oh, may it please the gods,” she said, “that he be safe.” She relaxed somewhat now that her hopes of finding him alive were raised again.


  Drydock laughed, patting her head, “‘may it please the gods,’ Cavortia? Where did you get that expression?”


  She blushed, “I’ve been travelling with East Arcadian nomads.”


  Again Drydock chuckled, “I was just surprised to hear such an expression from you.” She laughed with him, embracing him again and burying her face in the folds of his robe.


  “But it is so good to see you. You give me new hope.” She sat down on some pillows. Drydock joined her and pulled a battered leather flask from his cloak.


  “A drink?” he said, proffering the flask.


  “Of course.” They shared a draught of light ale. It was not cool, and was mildly acetic, perhaps turning bad, but was nonetheless refreshing.


  “Now,” she said when she had drunk a few mouthfuls to quench her thirst, “you’ll have to tell me all about your adventures, and I’ll tell you mine. But first, tell me how you sent that young boy to fetch me. I nearly strangled him without thinking when he jumped toward me from that alley.”


  “He’s the proprietor’s son,” Drydock said with a concerned look, “so I’m glad you didn’t strangle him!” He continued with a sad look. “Vanilla was arrested a few days ago.”


  “Oh, no!” She felt a rush of fear grip her heart and spread to her face.


  “Yes, I’m afraid so,” Drydock said, averting his eyes. “In the market square, south of here. It may have been my fault for taking her out. I had been seeing her regularly since I arrived in Venus some ten days ago. I would not let her stay at home, or even in Magnanimo’s rooms—that’s where I found her. I put her up here. We talked, and I tried to console her about your fate. Neither of us knew, of course, anything about how you or master Magnanimo fared, but I tried to lift her spirits.”


  “It must have been terrible,” Cavortia said, taking his hand.


  He smiled gently. “We both hoped that one of you would eventually return to Venus. We didn’t suppose there was any other place where we could chance to meet again, so we could do naught but wait.”


  “Exactly,” Cavortia agreed, “and that is why I returned here.”


  “So after she was arrested, I had the proprietor’s son, and several of his young friends watch Vanilla’s building day and night. They kept themselves well concealed, thinking it a great adventure. This evening one of the boys came in reporting that he saw a woman dressed strangely, and that she had blue hair tucked into a cloak. He said that the woman stopped at Vanilla’s apartment, so I was relatively sure that it must be you. I sent the proprietor’s son back after that to watch for you should you return.”


  “Of course, I had a similar plan,” Cavortia said. “I thought that I would simply keep returning until Vanilla showed up. I had no idea she would have been arrested. Do you know why?”


  “I checked this with the local city guard station,” Drydock said. He took another drink from the flask and passed it back to Cavortia. “They said that she was wanted as an accomplice to murder.”


  “The fiends,” she said, pounding the table. “It must be the work of that rascal Bubo. I had no intention of really killing his wife, you understand.”


  “Yes, I know,” Drydock said sadly. “Well, there’s nothing we can do. I can hide you for a few days at most, but you had best take yourself away from Venus soon. And I don’t suggest that you go to your parents’ home, for they’re sure to find you if you do that.”


  “I can’t think of anyplace,” she said, “that would allow me to stay in contact with you.” She patted his hand.


  “We’ll find something,” he replied. “Now, you must be tired. Or would you rather have something to eat?”


  “It’s very late,” Cavortia observed, “I have eaten, and would like nothing more than a fine cigar, some cool ale, and a simple evening conversation. We’ve hardly exchanged a tenth part of our stories, so let’s make good cheer for a while yet.”


  Drydock ordered up cooler ale and thin cigars for Cavortia and himself. Though he rarely indulged in cigars, it seemed like a special occasion. They sat until nearly dawn, relating to each other the stories of how they each fared after the ship was captured. The room filled with the aromatic smoke of their cigars. Drydock reported that had not much difficulty in returning to Venus, but he took the long way around, as he phrased it. He had searched first for Magnanimo all along the beach where he came ashore, and from there took a long loop around one of the northern roads before returning to Venus from the east. He confessed that this had been a bit of self-indulgence on his part to make the loop, but he had been in Magnanimo’s service for many years, and felt that it was about time he indulge himself by taking a frivolous holiday.


  “Though it was a bit irresponsible, I suppose in retrospect, I rationalized it,” he concluded, “by convincing myself that I should be of no particular use to him in locating you, or in his own return to Venus.”


  “So you have been here ever since?” she asked.


  “Yes, for the past ten days I’ve stayed here with my friend.”


  Cavortia recalled a question she had wanted to ask for some time. “Drydock,” she said, merrily, flicking an ash from her cigar into a spittoon that sat upon the table. “You have been with Magnanimo for how long?”


  “Oh, since he was a child.” He took a puff of his cigar, then set it down across his mug of ale, quickly realizing his mistake.


  She put both elbows up on the table and stared at him, putting on a masculine swagger. “I want to hear all about it,” she whispered breathily, blowing smoke from her cigar toward him. If she wanted to get an answer, she had decided she would have to be domineering.


  Drydock fidgeted with his cigar. “About what?” he asked innocently.


  “How long have we known each other, Drydock?” She took a swig of ale, then clapped the mug down onto the table and wiped her mouth with her sleeve.


  “Oh, nearly five years, I suppose,” he answered with an innocent air.


  “I don’t even know your real name,” she said.


  “You’ve never asked,” he answered with a shrug. “It’s Drambulio.”


  She shoved both mugs out of the way, then reached out to take his bony hand, interlacing her fingers in his and speaking quietly. “You will tell me, right now my friend, why an adventurous young Elysian merchant trots gaily about Arcadia accompanied by an aged servant. How a highly educated young man with no employment hires ships at will to sally forth on grand adventures. Why this ostensible merchant never speaks a word about his business. How, with no apparent investments or any evident business acumen at all, he is never without ready cash. And from whence he derives his deep appreciation of the fine arts.”


  He stared at her, then lowered his eyes. He tried to pull his hand away, but she had locked her fingers tightly, having no intention of letting him go. She reached into the open neck of her robes and drew out the chain Magnanimo had given her. “And how this merchant comes upon a stone like this.” She dangled the red stone in front of her, letting it twirl and catch the light.


  “If I lie to you, you will no doubt tear my throat out.”


  She grinned, but said nothing, then slid the stone back into her robe. She chided herself for being so harsh on him, but she had wanted to know the answers to these questions for years. Drydock clenched his jaw so tightly that the muscles of his neck trembled. “If I tell her he will have me flayed,” he whispered. “If I do not, she will tear my throat out.”


  Drydock closed his eyes and sat for some time breathing deeply. They sat silently. After a few moments, she tightened the grip on his fingers and stared at him. When she heard the sound of his arthritic finger joints crackle, she dropped his hand in astonishment, then pulled herself away and sat with her hands in her lap, suddenly sorry to have hurt him. Maybe she did not need to know Magnanimo’s secrets. They would not make any difference in her feelings for him.


  He snapped open his eyes and whispered to her. “If I were to tell Cavortia that Magnanimo is the Crown Prince of Elysium, he would undoubtedly have me flayed. I am certain she would understand my difficult position, wouldn’t you say?”


  Cavortia felt as if her blood had frozen in her veins and for a moment she was unable to move. At last she let out her breath. “We will not speak of this again. I’m sorry to have troubled you.”


  “Think nothing of it.” He picked up his cigar again, relieved to have found a clever way of not answering her question. Magnanimo would never have had him flayed for revealing his identity, Drydock thought, but he would probably be upset. Then again, he might be relieved. He had mumbled often enough in private about whether or not he should tell Cavortia. Perhaps it made no difference.


  They continued their conversation, each attempting to lighten the mood. Finally they succeeded in getting drunk enough to laugh over a few incidents in their respective adventures.


  Later, the tavern closed down. The proprietor and his wife came upstairs with weary steps. They looked tired, but invited Cavortia to stay, if she did not mind the crowded quarters. They were not wealthy folk, so she said she would be glad to sleep anywhere, or elsewhere if it were too cramped for five people. They insisted she should stay and gave her a thin blanket, all that was needed in the warm apartment. She bedded down in one of the two upper rooms alongside Drydock while the proprietor, his wife, and their son took the other room.


  Early in the morning, Cavortia and Drydock awoke. The air was hot and stale. The others were still asleep so they went downstairs and boiled water for tea and ate some sweet bread that they found in a basket on the kitchen table. Drydock said that the proprietor would sleep until mid-day, since his schedule kept him awake every night until late.


  Munching on the heavy bread and sipping their morning tea, Cavortia and Drydock discussed their situation. Neither of them had any good ideas about where she might hide. Her parents did have a number of friends on various estates to the east where she might find temporary shelter. But, she thought, she might really be better off rejoining Antepustio’s caravan. At least, she told Drydock, that would keep her away from Venus, and the guard would certainly not be looking for her all over Arcadia.


  “That may be a good idea,” he admitted. He could not find any particular fault with such a plan. “Except perhaps,” he continued, “that would make you difficult for Magnanimo to find as well. I suppose I should stay here and watch your house and Vanilla’s apartment to await his return. There’s plenty to keep me occupied here. This family could use me to help out around the kitchen. There is plenty of mending and tidying up, not to mention the drudgery in the kitchen. That poor wife works herself ragged there every evening.”


  “Will you be all right here?” she asked.


  “Of course, Cavortia. Don’t you worry about me. The guard will not bother me, and I’ve plenty of other friends around the city. Somehow I’ll find work and keep an eye on your house. If Magnanimo returned to Elysium instead of Venus—which he might well have done, you know—he’ll eventually be returning...” He almost said, “with an army” but thought better of it. He did not want to re-open their aborted conversation of the previous evening. If his master had seen fit not to discuss his family situation with Cavortia, and she did not bring it up, it was not his place to bring it up either. “We’ll get you out of the city today,” he concluded.


  They left close to mid-day when most of the shops would be open. Cavortia hoped to buy a few things that she had been lacking of late, and wished to purchase a better bag to carry things in. But luck was not with them that day. She had hardly walked halfway down the street with Drydock in tow, when she found herself abruptly flanked by two large city guards. They rushed up from behind and began marching alongside her and Drydock.


  “Are you Cavortia of Venus, licensed independent prostitute?” one of them asked as soon as they had caught her up.


  She stopped in her tracks, whirling quickly, and reached out to slam an arm into his throat. The guard was too quick, though, and caught the arm as she flung it toward him. She yelled as he twisted her arm away.


  “Run, Drydock! They’ve got me!” He knew her well enough to know that she would not insist that he run if she thought she could get away, so he ran. Neither of the guards chased after him. They were content to deal with Cavortia, who was fighting like an enraged manticore.


  The guard had a firm grip on her arm and a pain shot through the elbow. Angry, she scowled and let him have her knee full in the crotch. She pounced on him and began trying to tear out his throat while he collapsed on the cobblestones, sweating and breathless. As he went down, doubled on the ground and clutching his crotch, she hesitated, thinking that she might have seriously hurt him. The other guard, seeing that she was momentarily indecisive, caught her around the neck with one strong arm and had the point of his sword against her midriff before she could stop him. She reached up behind her and started into a move to flip him over her back, wondering if she had enough strength to get such a heavy body off the ground. Once she had him in the air, she knew that momentum would take care of the rest. The sword jabbed into her ribs and she felt her skin tear slightly.


  “Move and I’ll run you through,” the guard hissed at her.


  She knew she was caught and let herself go limp, leaving her weight in his arms. The guard waited, squeezing her throat, until his companion recovered. As soon as the other recovered, he let off the pressure on her throat, but still held the point of his blade to her ribs. As she gasped and drew in a breath, the recovered guard stood up and hit her full across the face with the back of his hand. Her head jerked and teeth bit into the inside of her cheek, drawing blood which began to run down her chin. She spat on the ground and wiped her mouth, still breathing heavily.


  “Stupid whore!” he yelled into her face, “resisting arrest will only add to your problems.”


  “I’m an artist!” she shot back vehemently.


  The other guard, who had been holding the sword in her side yelled at his fellow to lay off. They had no orders to harm her, even if she resisted. Then he asked, “I presume you are indeed Cavortia of Venus?”


  “Yes, of course,” she admitted.


  “Then you’re under arrest.” They tied her hands together in front of her and led her off down the street by a leash.


  Cavortia spent the rest of the day in a cell with several bedraggled women of low breeding. There were a number of fights, but she proved her dominance quickly enough by flattening four other husky women as soon as they attacked her. She dislocated the shoulder and broke the arm of one woman, who lay writhing on the floor, screaming in pain until she was removed by a guard.


  The next day Cavortia was arraigned. A guard led her into the judge’s private audience chamber where the arraignment was held in closed court. She kept her head down demurely and did not look up. The charges were read out in a booming voice by one of the robed attendants. They were as she had expected: murder, betting with insufficient funds, intent to defraud (she wondered where that came from), resisting arrest, and attacking a city guard in the performance of his duty.


  “How do you plead?” the judge asked quietly.


  Cavortia thought that there was something familiar about his voice and she looked up for the first time. There on the bench, was the merchant Bambilico whom she had entertained at the inn of Phlegethon after leaving Capriccio’s ship. Apparently he was no merchant, but a judge. She felt a sudden hope and her heartbeat quickened.


  His eyes widened as he saw her face, which had been hidden under her disarrayed hair. He opened his mouth, but quickly narrowed his eyes again, and feigned indifference. She knew clearly that he recognized her. “How do you plead?” he repeated in an even tone.


  Cavortia looked him squarely in the eyes as if to plead with him. She did not know how to read his expression at all. It was completely blank. She was silent for a moment, thinking. Prisoners were always entitled to jury trial upon request in any capital case under Venusian law. He had demonstrated his implicit trust in her. He might be able to help in some way, but she knew that she had to allow him an opportunity.


  When she did speak, she vehemently pled ‘not guilty’ except to resisting arrest, and demanded trial by jury. She knew that she might have been summarily led away to the guillotine had she done otherwise, so ridiculous had the Venusian judicial system become of late, and Bambilico might have lost an opportunity to help her, had he such an inclination. She had no reason to hope that, however. She had enough grasp of recent city politics through Vanilla’s continuous prattling to know where she stood. No appeal would have been allowed, nor could she have hoped for a light sentence had she pleaded guilty. The underworld had such a hold on the City Council and the courts that she knew even a trial could prove farcical, since she was being tried for a crime against a merchant with strong underworld connections. Her heart tightened inside her chest and she dropped her shoulders, fearing that she might not make it out of this problem alive. As she was led away, she found herself praying to Antepustio’s gods.


  She was taken to another part of the prison and confined in a cell by herself. The guards had not searched her person, nor confiscated anything but the bags she carried. She reflected that this indicated they were either dull or uncaring, but she was glad to have retained her own robes and the necklace she wore. Perhaps if she could remain alive long enough, they might leave the cell unlocked as well.


  The cell stank heavily of stale urine mixed with other putrid smells that she did not attempt to identify. The ceiling was too low to allow her to stand. The only light came from the small barred doorway. The floor was damp and infested with slimy creatures about the length of her finger. They wriggled about on the floor and she amused herself for some time by killing them. She squeezed them between her sandals and pushed their crushed bodies out through the bars, imagining that she was crushing the rascal Bubo’s genitals. She soon had quite a pile of the dead and broken creatures, which tended to attract others. Before long there was a slithering mass outside her door as the live ones ate the dead and dying. She was rather disgusted at this cannibalistic display, so she tried not to look at them. At least they were not bothering her as much, and she had a clear spot to sit down.


  She quickly discovered as well that there were other cells along the hallway, and she could speak in whispers to the occupants of the cells both across from her and to one side. The other cell appeared to be empty. There was a regular network of tale-telling that went on along the corridor, but she felt too depressed to enter the conversation very often. The occupants were compelled to keep their voices low, as any loud noise might have quickly brought the guards in to harass them.


  Cavortia spent three days in that manner, with nothing to occupy her but the killing of slimy creatures. There was an old woman who came to feed the prisoners every evening, bringing water and bread with a small bowl of vegetables mixed with meat. Cavortia would not eat the meat and could barely choke down the boiled vegetables that had been mixed with it. She took each piece of meat and tossed it out into the corridor. This offering also helped keep down the population of creatures inside the cell.


  The first time she felt the need to urinate, Cavortia glanced about the dim cell. There was no chamber pot. The cell sloped downward toward the back, and there was a shallow gutter with a hole at each side of the cell, apparently allowing liquid to pass out. Having no alternative, she hoped there was sufficient slope to carry away her urine, and squatted over the gutter. When she had any feces, she took to pushing it into one corner at the back of the cell using one of her sandals, always being careful not to block the gutter, which she discovered to occasionally fill with urine being carried away from nearby cells. The creatures swarmed over her feces as well, soon devouring it entirely. She was thankful at least that she did not have to smell it for long.


  Cavortia habitually sat near the barred door with her robes drawn about her. On the second day, the old servant woman spoke to her. “How is your health, young woman?” the old hag asked. She was bent double with age, and carried a large basket filled with food bowls over one arm. When Cavortia did not answer, the old woman peered into the cell and asked “what is your name?”


  “Cavortia,” Cavortia answered dully.


  “Your profession?”


  “I’m a licensed independent prostitute, old woman,” she hissed with undue rancor. She did not really want to be impolite to the old woman, who seemed to be trying to raise her spirits, so she softened her voice. “Why do you ask?”


  “I can’t stop to talk now,” the old woman whispered. “I’ll come again later.”


  On the following day, the fourth day since Cavortia’s arrest, the old woman returned at an unaccustomed time. “I have only a few moments,” she said in a whisper, huddling near the door of Cavortia’s cell. “Do you know a woman named Vanilla?” she asked.


  “Yes,” replied Cavortia. “Oh, is she here, in the prison?” She had a sudden flutter of hope and shuffled closer to the door so she could see the old woman’s face.


  “She is,” the old woman answered softly. “She asked me to look out for you should you ever arrive here. Since then, I’ve asked the name of every woman who’s come in here. You’re lucky to have such friends.” She glanced back around the hallway. “There is another as well.”


  “Yes, I am lucky,” Cavortia said, though she did not feel at all lucky. “Can you tell Vanilla that I hope she is well, and that I am well. Somehow, we will get out of here.”


  The old woman turned again to look behind her furtively, then said, “I must go now. Until later.” She scurried off down the corridor.


  Later, the old woman came back with the evening meal. As she came close to Cavortia’s cell, she bent down, holding out the bowl.


  “You also have friends in high places,” the woman said. “I can perhaps get you away from here.”


  Cavortia’s expression brightened. “How?” she asked, accepting the bowl.


  “Don’t ask. No time.” The woman continued on her way.


  Cavortia knew that she was probably doomed to the guillotine if she stayed, but there might be a chance to save Vanilla from the blade along with her. When the woman came around again, Cavortia asked if she would take them both. The hag shook her head and insisted she could take only Cavortia.


  “No,” Cavortia told her, “if you can take someone out, take my friend, Vanilla.”


  “I have instructions,” the old woman said. “From your well-placed friends.”


  Cavortia knew that her well-placed friend must be the judge Bambilico. If that was his name, she thought. He had indeed recognized her, and was clever enough to not let this show on his face. She thanked the gods of Antepustio that she had been so friendly with that merchant in the north. She had thought him only a kind and humble merchant. The gods were smiling on her, even though she may be marked for an early death.


  “No. Here, old woman.” Cavortia removed her necklace. Magnanimo had given it to her as a token of his love, requesting that she never remove it if she loved him at all. She never had removed it, until then. She hesitated for a moment, holding her hand through the bars with the necklace dangling from her fingers. She really did not want to give it away, but she knew she must save Vanilla first. Her friend was entirely innocent. It was she who had ruthlessly murdered Bubo’s wife and her friend should not have been jailed. Perhaps this was her time to pay for having a quick temper.


  “Take this,” Cavortia whispered, “It’s valuable. Please, please, take Vanilla and leave me here.” The stone twirled on the chain before the woman’s eyes.


  “But, how shall I explain it?” the old woman asked, taking the necklace. “What about your benefactor?” The old woman slid the necklace into a hidden pocket in her sleeve.


  “Say you made a mistake. Took the wrong woman. Or tell the truth, I don’t care,” Cavortia hissed in a whisper. “Please, take Vanilla away.”


  “It shall be as you wish,” the old woman said. “Tonight. If I could take both of you undetected, I would. Believe me. I know the woman you murdered, and she deserved it. As does her despicable husband.” She started to turn away, then said sadly, “I wish you a swift and painless death.” She bowed and left.


  The next day passed with cruel slowness for Cavortia. She was aching to know how Vanilla fared. Thoughts of Magnanimo drifted continually through her mind and she tried to push them away, not wanting to think about his station in life, or wonder about his fate any more. She watched the disgusting creatures slither about her cell. They occasionally twisted together, copulating as they wallowed in her feces. She became depressed again as she watched the spectacle. Perhaps she was no different from these lowly creatures, eating and copulating, and dying. She curled up, putting her head between her knees and tried to sleep. At last, evening came, and she heard the old woman coming along the corridor. Finally, she reached Cavortia’s cell.


  Passing the bowl to Cavortia in her usual manner, the old woman crouched down. “It is done,” she said. Then she laughed in a hoarse whisper. “She tried to insist that I take you and leave her here. I had to drag her out by her hair. But she’ll appreciate your gesture when she’s free, away from the city.” She laughed again, then went on her way.


  In Cavortia’s bowl was a small slip of paper along with her vegetables. In Vanilla’s fine, thin hand was scrawled the single word “thanks.” Cavortia ate the paper along with her vegetables, savoring it as a tenuous connection to a dear friend. Her spirits were lifted, knowing that Vanilla would be safe. She tried to stay calm and resign herself dispassionately to her own death, hoping that it would come swiftly. Again she thought of Magnanimo, imagining him in shining princely attire. The vision did not become him, she decided. Even if he were still alive, he could not come to save her. Hope faded with the setting sun, and she sat unmoving in the darkness. She began to wonder about the afterlife and recalled Antepustio’s tales of the gods. She remembered the old storyteller, his voice booming into the night as he sat telling tales by the fire. After that, she concentrated on emptying her mind. She tried to focus upon a point of light in an empty sky, letting herself relax. She hoped that there was indeed a caravan of eternal happiness awaiting her arrival.


  


  * * *


  


  Fine sailing weather, warm but not excessively humid, continued as Flaccido, Magnanimo, and their fleet continued northward through the increasingly narrow channel of Trivium Charontis toward the Propontian Canal. As the ships turned east, cooler breezes began to blow from the north, and wisps of high summer clouds striated the sky, leading to a gorgeous sunset of deep orange and magenta.


  The day after they coaxed the fleet of huge vessels slowly through the canal itself into the western waters of The Propontis, however, the weather turned suddenly cold. A summer storm front, perhaps a prelude to the larger storms of autumn, could be seen building up in the north. The sailors began tying down supplies on the deck and bringing in the sails. By early afternoon, the storm had become a tumultuous gray darkness rolling toward them over the water, bringing polar air down from northern Panchaia. The fleet anchored in the Propontis itself to ride out the storm. As the front approached rapidly, lightning could be seen leaping from cloud to cloud, illuminating their interiors with fluorescent punctuations. The ships tossed about and were washed with cool rain, but they stayed safely at anchor throughout the rest of the dark day.


  By evening, the storm had mostly passed on southward, with no damage to their ships, to beat itself out upon the northern peninsula of Amazonis. Magnanimo stood on the damp deck after the rain and watched the clouds rumble away into the distance. In the renewed heat, though it was near sunset, the deck steamed, bringing up the odor of damp timber. He ordered a longboat out and had two men row it over to the flagship commanded by Flaccido, where they had dinner together with the captains of the other ships. They were joined by the captain of the borrowed Scandian vessel and the Elysian emissary to Scandia for a farewell celebration, since their ship was due to split away from the main fleet the following morning.


  The fleet, without the swift vessel carrying the Scandian emissary away before them, continued across the northern side of the Propontis, skirting the cliff-lined coast of Western Scandia throughout the next day. Before evening, they veered south into deeper water and anchored. The remainder of the journey across Euxinus Lacus was unmarred by any serious incidents, though it was slow because the winds were sporadic. They had to spend far too much time tacking with fluttering sails and not enough time squarely before a solid wind. Magnanimo spent the time, along with most of the other men when off duty, honing his swordsmanship, in case they had to engage in any fighting while covering a retreat from Venus.


  On several occasions, the fleet was surrounded by schools of gentle sirens, and all exercise stopped as the crews gathered to watch. The small gray and orange sirens frolicked in the water, disported themselves around the ships and leaping into the air to twist about and land on their backs with great splashes. They were quite used to the presence of sailing vessels and were not timid about approaching longboats that the men would sometimes take out to view them more closely and listen to their hypnotic songs. When the men tossed them tidbits of food, they would assemble in lines and stand out of the water, dancing across the crests of the waves on their tails with their long cilia waving like hair around them. Magnanimo, who had never seen sirens before, was captivated by their amusing voices. They were air-breathing creatures who had taken to the sea, and the larger schools produced endlessly changing melodies as they breached the surface and glided along momentarily before diving again into the waves with strong motions of their flat tails.


  Many days later, having been twenty-six days at sea, Flaccido’s fleet sailed into the small bay that formed an embracing semicircle in front of the city of Acheron. The ships all anchored for the night just inside the mouth of the harbor. There, the water was so shallow that they could peer into its depths and watch fish darting about among brightly colored marine grasses that covered the sandy bottom. About nightfall, they were approached by a small single-masted vessel sent by the harbor master to inquire as to their intentions. By not entering the harbor fully rigged and charging for the main docks, they hoped they had signalled their peaceful intent, and the harbor master’s envoy was not unexpected. The single-masted vessel approached slowly, having to tack considerably to make any headway. There were two oarsmen aboard as well, rowing to increase the boat’s speed.


  When the tiny vessel had pulled alongside Flaccido’s flagship, a rope was thrown down to fasten the two vessels together. Admiral Flaccido ascended to the deck immediately from his cabin, and looked down over the ship’s rail onto the deck of the smaller vessel. He held his hand aloft in a friendly gesture of greeting.


  “You hail from Elysium,” said the captain of the Acheronian vessel, returning a wave of his arms and yelling in Flaccido’s direction.


  “Aye,” returned Admiral Flaccido, leaning his belly over the rail, “we’re an official delegation from the King of Elysium. We beg leave to anchor our ships for the night, and complete formalities in the morning.”


  “May I ask your business?” the envoy shouted back in a suspicious tone.


  “Diplomatic mission,” yelled Flaccido cheerfully. “We’re here to see the governor.”


  “We’ve had a bit of trouble lately,” yelled the envoy. “May I board your vessel to talk?” His voice was harsh with only a veneer of politeness.


  Flaccido whispered a rude remark under his breath to the men nearby and shot them a wink, but he waved his assent with a smile, and a rope ladder was thrown down. The envoy climbed slowly as several of his men watched, holding the ladder steady for him.


  As soon as the envoy had boarded, he presented a small scroll of thick paper bound with a bright, purple string. Flaccido had anticipated the formality and immediately did likewise, presenting a scroll which he took from an aide who stood smartly at his side. The two leaders then stood back a few paces to examine each other’s credentials. The Acheronian envoy clicked his heels together.


  Shortly the envoy spoke again. “This seems to be in order.” He bowed at a shallow angle, holding out Flaccido’s scroll. “Admiral,” he added stiffly.


  “Yes, of course it is,” the admiral returned. He eyed the man with a penetrating gaze and thin lips. “Did you expect it wouldn’t be?” He took the scroll and reluctantly offered the envoy’s scroll in return.


  “Ah, please, forgive me, Admiral,” the envoy said bowing again, this time more deeply with a sweeping gesture of his hand. “As I mentioned we’ve had trouble of late. A few incidents with pirates to the north, minor diplomatic difficulties with our neighbors, and that sort of thing.”


  “You have my credentials,” Flaccido said flatly. “We are on a legitimate diplomatic mission.” Flaccido wondered what diplomatic difficulties the man was referring to, but did not ask. There would be time enough later for questions on both sides.


  “Of course.” The envoy bowed again, and said in a lighter tone, “please, anchor here for the evening at your leisure. I will send word immediately to the governing board that an official delegation from Elysium will call upon them in the morning.”


  “Do please assure them that I won’t arrive too early,” Flaccido concluded with a half smile. He bowed to the envoy, who turned and retreated down the ladder in silence. The envoy quickly waved his men on as soon as he alighted on the deck, leaving the ladder dangling behind him. They turned the tiller and shifted the boom of their single sail with quick precision. The yellow sail billowed out gracefully with a faint snap, and the boat moved swiftly back toward the pier.


  “What did he mean about diplomatic difficulties,” Magnanimo inquired, as soon as the envoy had departed.


  “We shall see,” Flaccido frowned. He let out a grunt and patted his belly, then smiled. “Just a pompous constable, I hope, trying to impress us. They should have had no particular reason to board us until morning. We’ve brought down the sails and anchored. Any fool could have seen that without coming all the way out here.” He rubbed his stomach, feeling hungry. “Upwind as well,” he said. “What do you say to dinner, Magnanimo?”


  “Precisely my thoughts, admiral.”


  


  * * *


  


  Magnanimo and Flaccido, accompanied by a small contingent of only five armed men, went ashore the following morning proudly flying the flag of Elysium on a pole before them. Flaccido presented his credentials to the harbor master, who was expecting them. After a cursory inspection of Flaccido’s scroll, the plump harbor master instructed them as to the most direct course to the city’s Hall of Government. He bowed courteously and did not keep them any longer than necessary, but only wished them good day.


  In light of their suspicious reception the previous evening, Flaccido was not prepared to antagonize the government by marching to the city hall with any suggestion of force. The men kept their swords prominently displayed but firmly in their scabbards, the hafts tied up with ceremonial ribbons which precluded them from drawing quickly. They also kept their arms firmly crossed before them in the traditional gesture of peaceful intent, and marched slowly in an indefensible single line, clearly not bent on attacking anything.


  At the gates of the Hall of Government, they were greeted by an old man who nodded to them gravely, keeping his thin lips closed and unmoving. Without speaking, he nodded again to the two guards, who each opened one of the massive wooden doors, pushing them inward on great brass hinges. The old man extended one hand from his robes motioning for them to enter. Flaccido and the men walked through into the great hall, their footsteps echoing loudly. The walls were decorated with several large and colorful tapestries bearing the city arms. Between the tapestries were tall windows letting in streams of morning light. The vaulted ceiling of light colored beams and carved wood arched high above them and was surmounted by a small circular window which showed a spot of pink sky above. The Elysian men hung back near the door, coming to parade rest with their feet apart, while Magnanimo and Flaccido strutted forward toward the center of the room.


  The room was also set about with high balconies that were connected by narrow walkways above the tops of the windows. Flaccido noted that each balcony was approximately large enough to hide a person. He leaned to Magnanimo and nodding toward the ceiling whispered, “The balconies are filled with archers, I’ll wager, so do not move swiftly.”


  When they reached the center of the room near a long wooden table, they stopped. Immediately, another hinged door creaked open at the far end of the hall admitting five gentlemen in flowing court robes of light brown. As they approached with careful steps, Magnanimo corrected his estimation of their gender, seeing that there were three men and two somber women who had their straight black hair cut short above their ears. It was not an unattractive cut in its own way, he thought approvingly, as it gave them a mature and stately look.


  “Welcome, men of Elysium, to Acheron,” said the man in the center. He wore a long beard that was braided into two parts. “I am the governor.” Gesturing at the four others on either side of him with open hands, he said, “and this is the Governing Board of Acheron. Please, be seated.”


  Magnanimo and Flaccido sat on one side of the table as the members of the governing board sat down opposite them. When they were comfortable, the governor gestured to the old man who had led them in, saying “please, bring tea and fruit for our honored guests.” The old man bowed and left with swift steps through the back door.


  Flaccido introduced himself. “I am Grand Admiral Flaccido of Elysium.” Indicating Magnanimo at his side, he continued, “this exalted personage is Magnanimo, Crown Prince of Elysium.” Magnanimo cringed inwardly as Flaccido spoke the word ‘exalted’ but knew that a large measure of ceremony was required.


  “I am honored,” said the governor. He did not offer his name, but took a large medal of state from inside the sleeve of his robe, and presented it to Flaccido.


  Flaccido took the medal and examined it before handing it back. “My credentials,” he said, producing his scroll and handing it across the table. The governor took it and gently unrolled it. He glanced over it hastily, then handed it to the shorter man on his left, who examined it in greater detail.


  “To what matter of state do we owe your presence?” asked the governor, spreading his hands and laying them flat upon the table.


  Flaccido likewise set his hands on the table, saying “We are sent by the King of Elysium on a mission of reconnaissance to the City of Venus.”


  “Indeed,” said the governor thoughtfully. There was an awkward silence for a moment. Magnanimo wondered why the governor had not mentioned his own name. He thought about that for a moment, and then recalled reading that it was a quirk of Acheronian custom that heads of state be officially addressed according to their offices.


  The short man at the governor’s left held the scroll out toward Flaccido and said crisply to the governor, “sir, their credentials appear to be in order.” Flaccido accepted the scroll with one hand and returned it to a pocket in his tunic.


  “If I may be so bold, governor, your suspicions appear to run high today,” Flaccido offered, setting the game in motion. He leaned back in his chair and regarded the governor steadily, though he did not take his hands from the tabletop.


  The governor relaxed somewhat and smiled. He was about to speak, but at that moment, the rear doors opened again, and two young women entered bearing large bowls of fruit. Behind them trotted the thin old man carrying a small black pot of tea in each hand. He was followed by a young curly-haired boy who was struggling under a tray of teacups that was clearly too heavy for him.


  Magnanimo jumped up without thinking of his position, intending to help the boy carry his tray, for he had nearly toppled the seven cups onto the stone floor. Flaccido grabbed Magnanimo’s arm as he rose up and hissed quietly, “sit.” He shot his eyes suggestively toward the balconies high above them. As he did so, he caught a flash of clothing at one of them, but it quickly disappeared. “Please, sit,” he repeated smoothly, “they will attend us, your highness.” One of the women governors, seated at the far left end of the table brought a hand to her mouth to hide a spontaneous smile at Magnanimo’s impetuosity.


  Magnanimo sat down slowly, taking care to keep his hands in plain view.


  The Admiral smiled at the governor and said with a wave of his hand, “it appeared that the lad was about to drop his tray.”


  “Ah, I see.” The governor looked over his shoulder. The boy, looking somewhat embarrassed, had reached the table and deposited the tray with a clatter. He bowed toward the guests and quickly darted off again through the back door. Tea and fruit were laid out and the old man retreated as well.


  The two young women, twin Arcadian beauties of an unusually pale yellow-green hue with short-cropped hair of startlingly light blue, poured tea for Magnanimo and Flaccido. They both wore their fingernails very long, making it awkward to pour tea, Magnanimo thought. Several hoops of gold were attached to their ears and connected together by slim golden chains of varying lengths. The collars of their shirts were cut enticingly low with two folds that spread open, exposing the ample cleavage between their breasts. Magnanimo noticed that being Arcadian, they had only a single pair of breasts apiece, but they showed off what they had most enticingly; the sight reminded him briefly of Cavortia. Though their shirt sleeves were long and of a filmy translucent material, their legs were bare almost to their hips, upon which they wore only short orange sashes that barely concealed anything. They were also barefoot and treaded soundlessly when they walked. Magnanimo’s heart jumped suddenly at a warm touch as a round breast casually rubbed against his shoulder when the young woman nearest him reached to pour tea into his cup. She had unbelievably large, firm nipples that were clearly outlined against the soft cloth of her shirt as she leaned over in front of him. He longed to reach out and touch one of them. She was so close that he could smell the sweet scent of a musky perfume on her neck. The women were obviously intended to be disarming and distracting attendants, but Magnanimo heartily approved of the governor’s choice. The women poured simultaneously, then bowed deeply and stepped back several paces in perfect synchrony to kneel on the floor, one each behind Magnanimo and Flaccido. Magnanimo thought that they could have easily been watching for any sign of attack. They were probably trained assassins who carried poisoned daggers concealed on their persons.


  Magnanimo made every effort to move in a relaxed manner, doing nothing suddenly. It annoyed him to sense the presence of the women behind him, but be unable to see them. Their perfumes lingered in the air as well.


  “Please, do try one of these,” the governor said, holding out a small orange fruit. “They are now in season; one of our local delicacies.”


  Flaccido accepted the unfamiliar fruit in his palm. It was heavy and soft to the touch. The governor picked another one, then smiled cordially and handed it to Magnanimo. Magnanimo understood that to not eat the fruit would have been an affront, so he accepted it and began peeling it slowly.


  Flaccido was tiring of the sombre mood and decided to move the game forward a pace. He quickly reached to the bowl and plucked out another fruit, saying to the governor, “Please, sir, won’t you join us?”


  The governor received the fruit without hesitation and bit into it without peeling it. “Admiral, Prince, really there is no need to peel them; the peel is quite the sweetest part.” He chewed enthusiastically by way of demonstration.


  The two guests each ate a fruit in silence, nodding their agreement as to the fruit’s delicious flavor. Magnanimo made every effort to relax, pulling back his shoulders and stretching his neck. He noticed that the woman board member on the far left was staring at him. When he looked directly at her, though, she glanced away. He decided that she thought him attractive. He thought that she was not bad looking either, with a straight narrow nose and sharply sculpted features. She was probably strong and experienced. Neither did she seem portly, but he could tell nothing of her body under the heavy robes.


  He curtailed his erotic thoughts immediately and looked back toward the governor to casually mention that they had seen a storm in the Propontis, but that the weather in Acheron was delightful. The governor accepted his gambit, chatting briefly about the weather.


  Flaccido then spread out his hands on the table again, and spoke with utmost politeness. “Our prince has been of late in the City of Venus. He brought several disturbing items of news to our ears, which caused the king to become desirous of inquiring direct to Venus.”


  “Why, then, come to Acheron?” the governor asked, with a broad smile. “Venus reclines in the south.” His eyes twinkled briefly.


  Magnanimo understood the governor’s bawdy reference instantly and suppressed an urge to giggle. The comment was singularly out of place in the present discussion. He suddenly realized that the governor was a punster. Glancing again at the woman on the far left, he was noted that she again hid her smiling mouth behind her hand. It then occurred to him that she and the governor were undoubtedly lovers, and the remark had been intended for her amusement.


  Flaccido ignored the governor’s comment, presuming it to be intended as some sort of jest. “No doubt,” he continued, “you have been informed of the strength of our force.”


  “That news has reached me,” replied the governor, regaining his serious tone. He leaned back in his chair, and Flaccido did likewise. The other four members of the governing board sat in complete silence.


  “The news from the City of Venus,” Flaccido continued, “was of such an alarming nature that the king felt an expeditionary force of...reasonable size...was called for.”


  The governor raised his eyebrows. He, too, was tiring of the roundabout nature of their discussion. “Come, Admiral, let us be frank. There is something afoot in Venus. For well over a year we have been hearing various disturbing tales in the form of traveller’s rumors. Our ambassador also reported that his appointment had become somewhat unpleasant since the last election.” The governor leaned forward, putting his palms upon the table again. “Late in the spring, they suddenly recalled their ambassador, a man who had long been in service here and was well respected by myself and my colleagues. My daughter, in fact, is engaged to his son. The marriage has been held in abeyance for some time. In this esteemed man’s place was sent a bumbling fool who was...how can I put it kindly...”


  “Surly,” the woman at his far left offered coldly.


  “To say the least.”


  “Pompous, then,” she offered again, with a teasing smile.


  “This is interesting news,” Flaccido admitted.


  “Isn’t it, though?” said the governor, drawing back. “The man they sent to replace their charming ambassador had not a dram of sense in his fat Memnonian head. He paraded around pompously, with torrid women hanging constantly about his person. I’ve nothing personal against Memnonians, gentlemen, but the man was intolerable.”


  Magnanimo sat up. “He was Memnonian?”


  The governor paused, recalling that his guests were Elysian. “I shouldn’t have mentioned that actually,” he answered. “It isn’t a racial issue, forgive me.” Magnanimo closed his eyes and nodded briefly.


  Satisfied that his remark had not been misinterpreted, the governor ticked off offenses on his fingers. “He disrespected the temples; he chatted during solemn rituals; he was unkind to animals; he treated his servants poorly; he was frequently absent from official functions. Need I go on? In short, he was an utter disgrace to the Venusian government.”


  “Did you complain?” asked Magnanimo.


  “Of course,” the governor said, laughing aloud. “And our complaints were never acknowledged. I’ve never heard the like from cold Illisus to the Tharsis Desert.” He leaned forward and looked Magnanimo directly in the face, dropping his smile. “Fifteen days ago, he was recalled to Venus.”


  “Perhaps that was a belated acknowledgement of your grievances?”


  “Hardly,” the governor spat. “They have broken off diplomatic relations. They sent not a word through official channels, mind you. The pompous fool simply sent a messenger around one morning to say that he was leaving, kaput. They have not sent a replacement, and we have had no other word from the Venusian government whatsoever.”


  “Brash indeed,” Flaccido commented, nodding. He exhaled with a snort of laughter.


  “However, that is not the end of the story, admiral,” the governor said with no trace of a smile. “Four days ago our ambassador to Venus returned with his entire family and entourage, saying he’d been thrown out of his home by the city guard. With all of his belongings.”


  “Most alarming. Forgive my levity, governor. It is not an amusing business.” He paused, glancing at Magnanimo. “I’ve come here to tell you that we intend to investigate the situation in detail.”


  “Excellent news.”


  “If necessary, taking certain steps to, ah, correct the situation,” Magnanimo put in.


  “I think I understand you.” The governor nodded solemnly, looking aside to the others.


  “And,” continued Flaccido, “we will of course send a report back to you immediately, sir, whatever we find.”


  “That would be sincerely appreciated,” the governor said. “Diplomatic relations between our cities have been cordial and unbroken for a very long time, Admiral. Our council has been undecided about how to proceed.” He arose from the table. “We are eager to restore normal relations with our neighbors. You can count on the fullest support of Acheron in pursuit of your mission.” He stood up to leave. “Please, let us dispense with the formalities, Admiral, Prince. Won’t you join us in more comfortable surroundings?”


  “That would be a pleasure, Governor,” Flaccido said. The governing board stood, as did Magnanimo and Flaccido. They all walked toward the back of the room. As they did so, the two young women, who were still in attendance, glided up beside Magnanimo and Flaccido. Interlacing their arms with those of the guests, the young women accompanied them through the rear doors.


  “Oh, and your men,” the governor said, whirling around as he went through the door ahead of them. “I shall inform our guards to show them a pleasant evening in the town, and they may return to their ships when it suits them.”


  “Thank you. That is most gracious, Governor,” Flaccido replied.


  “And the rest of your crew should be free to wander the town at their leisure. I will send word to the harbor master as well.”


  “My men will appreciate it, I’m sure.”


  The rear doors were opened by unseen attendants from within as they approached, and the governing board led them into a narrow rear corridor which opened on a smaller private chamber that was furnished with low tables and pillows in an informal style. Large segments of woven cloth hung from the ceiling, giving the room a low, comfortable look that seemed to invite them to be seated.


  The group talked in this relaxed atmosphere until early evening, dining on local fruits and vegetables that were served in large ceramic bowls of a distinctive Acheronian style with bubbly glazes in dark shades of umber and ochre. The two young women attended Flaccido and Magnanimo closely, staying seated near them, encouraging them to eat by graceful gestures of their hands, and pouring draughts of light ale so that their mugs were perpetually filled.


  The women also turned out to be accomplished dancers. After the evening meal was completed, a small troupe of musicians entertained them as the young women danced seductively, raising warm flashes of lust in Magnanimo’s groin. When the dancing seemed to be over, Flaccido and Magnanimo begged leave, saying they intended to return to their ships for the night, having decided to sail the next morning. The governor informed them that it was only a break in the performance, and the women would soon return. He invited Flaccido and Magnanimo both to stay for a few days to see the local sights and become familiar with what their fine city had to offer. Flaccido said that, regrettably, the fleet should leave quickly, but that they would be certain to avail themselves of the opportunity to see more of Acheron on their return voyage, and perhaps at that time have the leisure of accepting the governor’s gracious hospitality. The governor pressed them, however, and at his insistence they consented finally to spend the night in the governor’s house, though they really could stay no longer.


  The seductiveness of the pretty dancers had started Magnanimo thinking of his lost Cavortia, and he squirmed uneasily as this compromise was reached, but Flaccido leapt in with an acceptance before he could refuse. Ah, well, he thought, I shall make the best of it. In fact, a glimmer of hope rose in him; he had not held a woman for some time. Perhaps if he were bold enough...his thought trailed off as the musicians picked up again, and the young women continued their alluring dance. They were masterful dancers with breathtaking fluidity to their movements. They were obviously twins, and had the ability to mirror each other’s movements with uncanny simultaneity.


  “Buck up, lad,” Flaccido whispered to him after the music began. “It’s all in the interest of diplomacy.”


  “I thought they’d never ask,” Magnanimo chuckled. “Oh, but I do want that woman, Flaccido!”


  “Patience,” whispered Flaccido, with a quick wink.


  Fortunately for Magnanimo’s libido, the dancers accompanied them away in a spacious carriage when they left for the governor’s house, and continued clinging to their arms, as they were led directly to the magnificent bedrooms which the governor was kind enough to put them up in.


  Immediately after closing the door, when Magnanimo was at last alone in the bedroom with the young woman, he twirled her around abruptly by the shoulders and frisked her thoroughly. This involved mainly patting her around the hips and stomach and feeling across her sash, as there was no other spot for concealment within her revealing clothes. She looked surprised, but did not reach out to stop him from touching her. To his own bewilderment, he discovered that she was not carrying a dagger, poisoned or otherwise. He felt reassured about the veracity of his host, but a bit disappointed that she represented no danger; he had found that concept somewhat exhilarating. Now he supposed her to be a simple prostitute or servant woman of some type. There remained her dancing, however, which he had found to exhibit the highest degrees of technical skill and good taste.


  The woman had not spoken at all; not in their meeting, not at dinner, and not after they entered the bedroom. “Do you not speak?” he inquired in a conversational tone of voice, as he walked to the middle of the room.


  “Yes, your majesty,” she whispered, with downcast eyes. She stumbled over her words.


  “Pray, then, speak with me,” he said laughing.


  “I’ve never been with a prince before, your majesty.”


  Magnanimo groaned, clutching his heart dramatically. Not another one, he thought. He did his utmost to help her to relax. He sat her down firmly upon the bed, then quietly disrobed to put them on an equal stance, since she was nearly naked already.


  She watched him attentively, but kept her face tilted downward. He noticed the extreme length of her pale blue lashes. Her gray eyes widened as he stepped from his tight trousers and removed his complicated codpiece with a flourish.


  “Sire, you have three—” she began, then closing her mouth she blushed and cast her eyes firmly downward again.


  “No cause for alarm, my lady,” he said cheerily, striking a pose that showed off his muscles. “An ubiquitous feature of Elysian males. They come in handy.” She smiled at this jest, glancing up at his face, then quickly looked down again as a blush overtook her.


  Magnanimo’s heart fluttered. “Dear me,” he said at last in an amused tone, standing naked before her with his arms on his hips. “I simply cannot sleep with a woman whose name I do not know.” He raised her chin with one hand to look at her face. Her long straight nose was strikingly beautiful; her cheeks were well formed and sharply contoured with an attractive hint of deeper green in the hollows and under her jawbone.


  “It is Syringina, your majesty,” she said demurely, grasping his hand and drawing it down between her breasts.


  Magnanimo felt the racing beat of her heart. “A delightful name,” he replied, entwining his fingers with hers. “But do let us forget the ‘sires’ and ‘majesties’ this evening, eh? They are so tiresome. My name is Magnanimo.”


  “All right,” she whispered. His hand was still upon her breast, and he felt her heartbeat quicken.


  “And what is your sister’s name?” He assumed the other woman was her sister, as they seemed identical in every aspect.


  “We are Syringina.”


  “You’re twins of course?” Magnanimo asked.


  “Yes.”


  “How does one tell you apart?” Though he had studied them carefully as they danced, he certainly could find no identifying marks upon either of them. Not even a tattoo.


  Syringina wagged her head with a twitch of her lip. “She’s older.”


  Magnanimo failed to understand her answer, so he let the subject drop, making a mental note that he should study something of twinship in Acheronian society. To put her at ease, he started off by telling her a few amusing anecdotes as they sat in the center of the huge bed drinking sweet wine which she poured from a decanter cradled between her thighs. They sipped and chatted together as she relaxed and became more talkative.


  Syringina spoke delightfully in a clear mellifluous voice, primarily of her dancing and love of music. She and her sister constantly practiced to attain perfect symmetry and balance in their synchronized movements. From her talk of performances, Magnanimo gathered that they must actually be a well-regarded performing team in Acheron. She was neither a prostitute nor precisely a servant, though she worked in the permanent employ of the governor of Acheron, drawing a steady income. Magnanimo gathered that it was actually an official artistic appointment, and that she was not under any contractual obligation to be entertaining him in the present manner. This pleased him, and he gained a new regard for her independence. She chose to accompany him and therefore she did so. It also flattered him that she would choose to accompany him; though he could not quite forget that she had been in some awe of him as a nobleman. It was the same inconvenience he always encountered.


  Being a dancer and an athlete with a keen sense of rhythm and balance, she was lithe and moved with graceful precision. Every movement of her body was like part of a permanent dance in which she engaged. She was in fine physical shape, and when she moved to cross or uncross her legs, or to lean back upon one arm as she laughed at his jokes, the strong muscles in her shapely legs and arms stood out with just the sort of athletic firmness that most pleased his eyes. The shape of her knees and calves was exquisite, and he could not keep his eyes from constantly returning to them.


  As the evening blossomed, Magnanimo gradually became more bold with his touches, and she more inviting of his touch. He longed to disrobe her, and presently, found himself doing just that. He offered her a hand, and they stood together. Disrobing his companion was a part of lovemaking that he enjoyed thoroughly. There was not much to the act, however and he was almost disappointed with its simplicity. It might have been more erotic had she been wearing more clothing so that he could peel her like a ripe fruit, but then he would not have been treated to the sumptuous visual feast provided by her gorgeous legs throughout their conversation. Her sash did not even cross between her legs, but was merely tied loosely about her waist with a single knot that would have hardly held together in a stiff breeze. He gave a few twists to lay the knot open, and her delights were rendered gloriously visible as the thin sash fell slowly to the floor. She sported only the faintest tracery of light blue pubic hairs where her pale thighs met. He traced the curves of her wide delta with a finger. The hairs lay down flat along the skin surrounding only the central furrow of the mons veneris, and her denuded lips, of a deep grassy green color that contrasted beautifully with her pale skin, were quite long and damp. The thick, purple clitoris peeped out saucily from between them, even when her legs were held together. Her shirt practically fell to pieces at his slightest tug, being sewn together with only a few delicate stitches, he supposed so that the sleeves could actually be removed to change the garment’s style. She assisted his efforts by twisting her shoulders one by one to let the shirt slide away from her shoulders and arms. Her neck was long, curving delicately into her broad shoulders and clavicle. As he had surmised, her nipples were also enormously engorged and of an unusually deep violet hue.


  “Are these natural?” he asked, grasping one in his fingers.


  “Almost,” she replied, sliding her hands up his arm and around his shoulders. “I enhance their size with a mild concoction of aphrodisiac herbs when I’m working. It’s an aesthetic matter.”


  “They’re delightful.”


  “Thank you. They’re functional, too.” Gazing up into his eyes wistfully with parted lips, she squeezed her hand gently around his, which was still grasping her nipple, and a stream of warm milk ran down his palm. When he widened his eyes, she giggled at him. “A side effect of the drug.” The knowledge that she was lactating suddenly increased his lust and caused a tingle that began in his cheeks and flowed across his scalp. He raised his hand to his lips and tasted the liquid without disengaging his eyes from hers. The milk was like thin honey: delightfully sweet and aromatic. Its scent mingled exquisitely with her musky perfume.


  Her areolae were also unusually large and attractive, as wide across as the palm of his hand, rather puffy and dome-shaped, of a healthy lavender shade that exactly matched the color of her delicately formed lips. Looking into her round eyes, he saw that her eyes were not gray as he had thought, but nearly black and showed some small flecks of light blue.


  “You have beautiful eyes,” he said, stroking her cheek with his hand.


  She touched his face, drawing her fingers across his nose and strong chin, then standing on her toes to reach his mouth with hers, whispered, “all the young men say that...”


  “And a beautiful face.” He put one hand behind her soft neck.


  “They say that, too.” She kissed his lips hungrily, and ran her tongue across his teeth, sending a wave of lust through him, and driving him immediately to a full triple erection. “...but they can’t touch it.”


  As she finished her kiss, he pulled her close with both arms, wrapping her tightly. Into her ear he whispered, “and an exquisite body.”


  “It’s yours.”


  She gently pushed him onto his back and straddled him, slowly at first, and then more eagerly with a bright lavender smile, as if astride a galloping steed on a cool spring day, drawing his central penis inside her. Her eyes, below her arching eyebrows, were wide open and locked with his, her lips parted as she breathed deeply in rhythm with her undulating body. She squeezed her hardened nipples and let the milk run over his chest. To her breasts she pulled his hands, and he ran his fingers across her chest, then lightly down her taut stomach. He traced the steep curve from her wide hips to narrow waist then returned them to cup her nipples in his palms while her sweet-scented milk trickled down his arms. Returning his hand to where his central penis was deeply lodged, he massaged the clitoris. Her hands joined his, pulling herself apart and rubbing down on either side while his fingers circled and hovered. She clenched vigorously, jiggling up and down as she straddled him, then cried out with a stormy whisper when her first orgasm gripped her. It was a tingling wave that spread through her abdomen, melting her depths as it crested.


  When the release of Magnanimo’s orgasm arrived, the intensity of it rendered him delirious with a flush of intense pleasure that flowed through his body. Reaching around her arched back, he pulled her down onto his chest and embraced her tightly, seeking her mouth with his. Their heartbeats soon synchronized, and thus locked together, riding the outgoing tide of their pleasure, they slept. In the night, he awoke and gently pulled a quilt over her then slipped under it beside her. She moved into his arms and with her cheek against his chest, they slept until morning.


  


  * * *


  


  


  


  Magnanimo and Syringina awoke early and met Flaccido at the head of the stairs. They breakfasted with the governor, and then left immediately. The two young women, both named Syringina, saw them off, standing in their scant clothing upon the porch. Flaccido and Magnanimo stepped into the carriage to return to the docks.


  Flaccido looked at Magnanimo, who was staring after the two young dancers as the carriage ambled down the street. “How did you fare?” asked the admiral.


  “Very well, thank you,” said Magnanimo absently. He was thinking about Cavortia. Though his amorous interlude with the lovely dancer of Acheron had raised his spirits and satisfied his loins, he still longed to know Cavortia’s fate. These thoughts depressed him, and he sighed. Turning to Flaccido, he inquired “and you sir?”


  “Like a thrice-told dream.” The admiral smiled.


  A few moments before Flaccido was ready to order the anchors weighed, the governor of Acheron sent one hundred and fifty men to the pier, with his compliments, saying they would accompany the Elysian force to the City of Venus. The men were a welcome addition, though their arrival delayed the fleet’s departure until mid-day. When all of the new Acheronian arrivals were finally billeted and their gear stowed safely, the fleet unfurled their sails and maneuvered slowly out of the harbor.


  Flaccido had become more certain of his presentiment that some sort of conflict awaited them in Venus. He was anxious to discover the state of affairs in that city, but not eager to engage in combat. He feared, however, that fighting might prove necessary. Through his conversations with the governor of Acheron, he had learned a number of details about recent changes in Venusian government, though the man himself called them unsubstantiated rumors. There had been a recent gubernatorial election in Venus, and the new governor was reported to be wielding swift injustice at the guillotine and gathering cronies about him as he revamped the architecture of the city government. Flaccido wondered how much of the information was an exaggeration. He considered that his first order of business would be to interview a number of citizens as discreetly as possible. For this purpose, it might be wise, he thought, to land with a small force of only a few men to reconnoitre, leaving the other ships anchored outside the harbor until called for.


  When they anchored at the end of the day, the admiral had his men motion Magnanimo’s ship alongside his. The two of them spent the evening with the other captains discussing plans. It was decided to leave all of the ships but one anchored a short morning’s sailing distance from the entrance to the harbor of Venus. He and Magnanimo would take the smallest ship of the fleet southward. They would then enter the harbor, without flying the Elysian colors, and report to the harbor master as simple merchants. Taking ten men or so, they would go ashore and spread out through the shipping districts. Magnanimo had pointed out that the best place to hear local rumors and start a few tongues wagging would be the taverns frequented by sailors and local merchants. He knew a number of such places, and drew up a map of the area which he intended to copy and distribute to the men who would accompany them. The chosen men were to spend one day in reconnoitering the district, attempting to gather gossip and otherwise find out what they could about the local mood. Magnanimo suggested that they meet in the evening at a small restaurant he knew on the west end near the Grand Canal. He added the location of this restaurant to the map and stated that he would have to visit the place himself earlier in the day to insure that there was a private room available, but he anticipated no difficulty with that.


  Whatever actions followed their reconnaissance would depend so heavily on what they discovered the first day that they could hardly speculate any further. They would leave the remainder of the men on their ship in the harbor with instructions to be ready to sail immediately. At first light, if necessary, they could leave the harbor, recall the other ships, and sail back by about mid-day, fully armed and flying the Elysian flag.


  The fleet sailed sluggishly down the coast for another two days. Their plan did not change appreciably in that time but Flaccido, Magnanimo, and the other captains became ever more anxious to have some resolution to their quest, and gather more information. The waiting frustrated them all, and the wind’s vagary contributed to their restlessness until they could do nothing but pace the deck in aggravation. On the evening of the second day following their preliminary planning session, Magnanimo judged that they were about one morning’s journey from the harbor itself. There was no place to really conceal the ships from view of any others who might pass, so they simply pulled them all in close to the shore around the north side of a broad cape to anchor. Flaccido and Magnanimo rowed a longboat to the smallest ship, sending back nearly the entire crew, leaving just enough men aboard to bring the ship to port. They unfurled the sails again and set off. By sunset, they were within sight of the city, so they anchored for the evening.


  Magnanimo stood on the deck, gazing across the calm harbor at the tall translucent spires nestled in the heart of the City of Venus, reflecting the last light of day while the sun set behind him. Again, he wondered what had become of Cavortia, and felt an emptiness open up inside his heart. Even the splendid panorama did not please him as much as he thought it should. While he paced the deck anxiously, the crew pulled down the colors of Elysium and readied a set of extra sails in pure white with no markings. The governor of Acheron had been astute enough to send an Acheronian flag with his men, so Flaccido had them hoist it onto the main mast as well. He hoped they could pass for common merchants. The sky eventually deepened to magenta and then to black. Neither moon was visible. Magnanimo stood on the deck silently and watched the city’s evening lights come alive. Phobos rose behind him before midnight, and he realized that he had been standing in the same spot since sunset thinking of Cavortia. He had forgotten to eat dinner.


  At sunrise the next morning, Flaccido and Magnanimo sailed into the harbor and pulled the ship to a public pier. They sent one of the Acheronians to act the role of merchant captain, and formalities were quickly completed. The harbor master was not present, and his underlings hardly glanced at the falsified papers and bills of lading the man carried. Dressed in the clothing of common merchants, without weapons, but with pockets full of coins intended to loosen rusty tongues, the men spread out through the district to hear what they could.


  


  * * *


  


  Eight days before Magnanimo docked in Venus, Cavortia still sat in prison and had been locked in her gloomy cell for six days. The old woman who came each evening with her food had continued to report to her after Vanilla had been taken safely away. When the old woman came, she intimated that Cavortia’s benefactor, the judge whom she knew as Bambilico, would soon be able to arrange her escape as well. She kindly provided Cavortia with whatever extra food could be arranged, to keep up her strength. Cavortia regained hope that she would soon be free, so she began to exercise regularly, to the extent that was practical in her cell, as she could not stand upright. She contented herself with strenuous leg exercises performed lying down, and exercised her arms by pushing her body up from the ground, or pulling her arms against themselves. Sometimes she pushed her legs against the low ceiling, moving them as if she were walking with heavy strides.


  With the hope of escape, Cavortia’s sexual energy also increased. She frequently felt the urge to masturbate, but she was not able to ignore the filth and decay that surrounded her. Loathing to touch herself or raise her robes even to gaze at her own body, she concentrated instead on exercise, honing her physique continuously and hoping to tire herself so sufficiently that she could keep her recurring thoughts of sexual release at bay. The more she exercised, however, the more she thought of Magnanimo’s great organs exploring and ravishing the depths of her womb, plunging into her well of fire and drawing out the embers. Frustration mounted within her until she thought she could bear it no longer. At last she decided that she could not live without release, so she tried an experiment. She lay on her back and began to squeeze her legs tightly together with her knees crossed, still not daring to touch her genitals with her filthy hands. Blocking out all other thoughts, she centered the entire energy of her mind on producing a single orgasm. She thought of nothing but the beat of her own pulse within her clitoris, envisioning it as a rotating beacon of fire at the center of the universe, until at last she felt herself beginning to dissolve. For as long as she could, she continued her concentration, squeezing rhythmically and riding each pulsation, imagining her vulva lapped by the crests of innumerable honeyed waves. She was unable to reach orgasm, but brought herself to a plateau of sustained pleasure that eventually exhausted her, and at last, she found that she could easily fall asleep.


  One night, Cavortia lay sleeping after having again achieved mild satisfaction by her newly discovered psychological methods. She was curled up at the front of her cell with her back to the bars and her robe drawn tightly around her when a tap came upon her shoulder.


  “Quietly,” said a cracked voice. It was the old woman. She fumbled with the keys in the lock, and when she had opened the door in silence, she said “come quickly,” beckoning Cavortia.


  Cavortia lost no time in slipping through the barred door, letting the old woman close and lock it behind her.


  “Thank you, old woman,” she whispered when she stood in the corridor. “What is your name? Someday, I will return to reward you for your kindness.”


  “Don’t stop to talk here, you fool,” the old woman whispered angrily. As they moved along the corridor she pulled Cavortia close to whisper. “My name is Fyltha. I’ve been amply rewarded already. Your benefactor is a man of means.”


  Stealthily, they glided along the long row of dark cells and soon came to a stairwell, which they descended. The interior of the prison was completely dark, and Cavortia could see nothing at all. The old woman was quite familiar with the layout, so she guided Cavortia by holding her hand and walking slowly ahead through a number of corridors, turning occasionally. Cavortia had no idea where she was being taken. As they walked, Fyltha explained to her that the guards in this section of the prison complex had been lured away on various pretexts, leaving it unguarded for her escape. Her benefactor could not have arranged such convenient circumstances more quickly and yet diverted all suspicions. He was in a dangerous position, Fyltha informed her, but did not elaborate. She did say that the judge had upbraided her for helping Vanilla escape while leaving Cavortia. Then he had ranted about Cavortia’s foolish behavior in not seizing her first chance. But he had to admit to Fyltha that he admired Cavortia’s courage in the face of death, and it resolved him more firmly to assist in her escape. While they walked, Cavortia wondered what possessed a judge to aid such a plainly illegal act, but she knew better than to question the antecedents of good fortune.


  At last they reached a cavernous room on the ground floor where a door stood open to the outdoors shedding faint light on the interior. There was a large-wheeled wagon backed up to the door, and it looked to be in the midst of loading or unloading. There were no animals yoked to it. Cavortia guessed that they had been taken away for the night.


  “Climb in here,” Fyltha whispered in her ear. “At first light, the cart will run eastward through the city, and pass out of the eastern gate. You will know when it does. Listen for the sound of the guard hailing the driver as he passes through. The driver will not stop until reaching a hamlet east of the city. When the cart stops, waste no time in getting away from it as fast as you can. The driver has been informed to ignore whatever he sees. He’ll be of no help to you whatever. From there, I’m afraid nothing can be done. You will be on your own. The driver will soon return, after eating a meal, and bring the cart back into the city. You must be gone by then. Do you understand?”


  Cavortia nodded. “I understand.” She stepped toward the wagon and began to climb in. It was filled with barrels and heaps of old rags.


  The old woman spoke again. “One more thing.”


  Cavortia turned around. By the grayish light entering from the door, she could make out the old woman’s outline against the deeper black of the room beyond. “Your benefactor says that he did not give you this only to see you lose both it and your head upon the guillotine.” She held out a small purse in her wrinkled hand and smiled at Cavortia.


  Cavortia was surprised indeed to see that it was the purse given to her by Bambilico. It had been confiscated, along with the bags of clothing she carried, when she was arrested. She took it from Fyltha, and grasped the old woman’s hands. “Thank you. Truly, Fyltha. You’re an honest woman.”


  “I must go,” the old woman said. She sank back silently into the dark interior of the room. Her faint whisper receded with her form. “Deimos at your back.”


  Cavortia quickly climbed into the wagon and hid herself among the heaps of rags. She felt the purse, and held it tightly in her hands. Then she opened it, unwinding the string slowly to unbind it, and found her beads intact, along with all of the platinum coins and a piece of paper. Lying down in the wagon, she fell asleep again while waiting for morning. She dreamed that Aphrodite came to her on a cloud, and pointing at her navel said “care for my seed and you shall join the immortal gods.” She touched the hem of Aphrodite’s glowing gown, and found herself alone, floating in an empty sea of menstrual blood.


  Cavortia awoke, startled out of sleep as the wagon jolted and began moving. She almost leapt up, forgetting where she was. The air was stale and hot beneath the rags, which smelled strongly of animal blood. She had not noticed in the night that it was apparently a butcher’s wagon and she nearly retched at the thought of being wrapped in bloody tarpaulins. The wagon had one bad wheel, and it creaked along the city streets for some time. She finally heard the sound of a guard hailing the passing wagon from above. The driver answered gruffly, but Cavortia could not make out the words. The driver laughed, and the guard at the gates laughed as well, shouting back something. The wagon did not stop, so apparently there was no difficulty. Cavortia felt stifled by the foul air, but dared not move to shove the tarpaulins aside.


  Eventually after a time that seemed like days, she felt the wagon come to a halt. The team of ungulates—with their ponderous gait she presumed they were ungulates and not hippogryphs, though she never saw what sort of animal drew the wagon—were unhitched and led away. As soon as she could hear no more footsteps or any other sounds around her, she crawled out of the wagon. She was in a large, old wooden barn with gaping holes in the roof. The front door was open, and daylight shown into the barn in long shafts both through the door and the roof. She dashed straight to the doors and stopped. Glancing out carefully, she saw no people around, so she ran down the narrow road as fast as she could manage, thankful that she had kept up her strength with exercise while in prison. She judged directions by the sun, believing it to be yet early morning. She darted into a labyrinth of narrow alleyways running through the hamlet parallel to the main east road, and continued fearfully, glancing behind her at every turn, until she reached the outskirts of town. There she found a signpost that told her where she was. Stopping to catch her breath, she realized that a mere seven days in prison had weakened her considerably.


  She believed the gods to be with her that day, for she knew the hamlet by name. Ambiguo, an old and dear friend of her father, had a large estate close by, over some rolling hills to the east. She decided she would make for Ambiguo’s estate and seek refuge with the family. Certainly they would take her in, and some means of concealment could be found for her should anyone come seeking her. But she doubted that the city guards would waste much energy pursuing her this far. She was not a very important prisoner; or so she hoped. If the old woman Fyltha had any wits at all, she could probably cover up Cavortia’s absence from her cell for several days, since the regular guards never ventured in to check upon their charges. The only person she ever saw come past her cell was old Fyltha. Surely, by the end of summer or autumn at the latest, things would have become calmer. The guards would, if not forget about her entirely, at least stop actively looking for her. After that, she could go back up the coast and renew her search for Magnanimo.


  Relieved at the hopeful prospects, and at last certain of her bearings, Cavortia left the main road and headed toward Ambiguo’s estate by walking directly over the hills that intervened, while the road meandered south and cut through a low place. The day drew on and she became very thirsty and hungry. She fell once, tripped by a stone, and broke the strap of one sandal. There seemed nothing to do but cast them both away and continue barefooted. Soon thereafter she was sorry that she had not tried to mend the sandal strap. The hills were covered mostly with tall brown grass with few trees, and it seemed as if there were sharp stones everywhere. There was some shade along the way beneath the few thin trees that wavered in the hot afternoon breeze. Since the season was late summer, there were no springs to be found either. Resting would do her little good, she thought, since she could not refresh herself without water. The best thing for her would be to press on until she collapsed.


  Much later, after the sun set at last and the temperature dropped, Cavortia stopped once to rest under a tree. She looked about on the ground for some fruits but found none. The lower branches were too high to reach, so she gave up, her hunger unsatisfied. Neither moon was visible. Phobos had set in the west shortly after dark, so she knew it would not rise again until some time before dawn. She wondered when Deimos had last set and hoped that it would soon rise, feeling sad to have neither moon for companionship.


  Phobos had risen again, guiding her toward the east, by the time she arrived at Ambiguo’s estate. Dawn would soon follow. She knocked upon the wooden gates of the high wall surrounding Ambiguo’s house. There was no answer, so she banged upon them again with both fists, and then leaned against them. She waited a moment, then pounded again until her hands hurt, and at last slumped to the ground and peered through the spaces between the wooden slats. A sleepy old man hove into view on the other side of the gates. He carried a small lamp in one hand, and wore a thin nightshirt that reached to his knees.


  “Who knocks so late? It is after midnight,” he said with a growl.


  “Please, it is I, Cavortia of Venus. “I must speak with master Ambiguo. Immediately.”


  “He’s asleep,” the old man said. Turning away, he growled, “they’re all asleep. Come back tomorrow, wench.”


  “Wait,” Cavortia pleaded, “I’m in danger. Please let me in.”


  The old man eventually relented, but not until she had threatened to continue pounding on the gates until morning. He did not quite have the heart to turn away a pleading woman, let alone one so beautiful as she, even in the tattered rags she wore for clothing. And he could not have her pounding outside all night either or he would get no more sleep that night.


  “Come in,” he said finally, throwing aside the iron bolt. “Warm yourself with a blanket.”


  He allowed Cavortia to sleep on the floor of the guardhouse until morning. It was warm and stuffy, so she hardly needed a blanket at all. The guard awoke early, and left Cavortia asleep in the guardhouse while he went to inform the master that a barefoot young beauty in rags, with a most putrid odor, had come calling at his gates in the middle of the night.


  “A young woman?” asked the master. He was perplexed, as he was expecting no one that day or the previous day. “Does she have a name?”


  “She says her name is Cavortia, sir,” the old guard remarked.


  “Cavortia?” asked Ambiguo in a curious tone. “Cavortia of Venus, by any chance?”


  The guard perked up as well, relieved that his master seemed to recognize the name. “Why, indeed, sir, that’s the name she gave. I could not very well have let her pound at the gates all night, sir, so I let her in.”


  “Yes, of course, well done,” the master said with a smile. “Her father is an old friend. You did right.” He rose hastily from his table to accompany the guard back to the guardhouse. “I wonder what she could possibly want. Dressed in rags, you say?”


  “Aye,” the guard said nodding and holding his hand to his nose theatrically. “And exuding a most foul stench, sir, if you’ll pardon me for saying so.”


  Ambiguo ascertained, by the simple expedient of gazing upon her as she slept, that the visitor was indeed Cavortia, the daughter of his dear friend. He therefore shook her shoulder and immediately roused her. Ambiguo retired to his study while his wife Porqua and a young servant girl named Crustezia fussed over Cavortia. The servant girl helped Cavortia to bathe while Porqua searched for some suitable clothing in a size that would fit Cavortia’s uncommon figure. Finding nothing eminently suitable with a bodice fitted to hold Cavortia’s four ample breasts, she made due with a fine skirt of thin material and a large, loose-fitting blouse. Even that turned out to fit Cavortia rather tightly across her lower breasts, but it was the largest she had. Porqua trundled off to find one of the servants, with the intention of ordering some clothing made immediately for her guest. Crustezia meanwhile took her measurements with a length of twine.


  When she had completed her toilette and felt quite refreshed, except for the bruises on the soles of her feet, Cavortia sought out Ambiguo in his study. He motioned her to a low table set with his mid-day meal and invited her to join him. They sat on low divans with dark leather cushions and nibbled at the delicacies he had laid out. Cavortia had always enjoyed the learned smell of a library, and she glanced about happily, taking large breaths.


  “So what brings you here, Cavortia, in the middle of the night dressed in such rags?” Ambiguo inquired, with his mouth full of fruit. “Your father hasn’t abandoned you, I hope?”


  “No, sir, my father has not abandoned me.”


  “And when did you last bathe?” He grinned.


  “I don’t remember,” she answered. “Actually, I had a few minor misfortunes that caused me to flee from Venus. I haven’t been able to send word to my parents yet, but I hope that you might soon be sending a messenger in that direction.”


  “What sort of misfortune, then, that you had to flee, unbathed, without informing your parents of the situation?” asked Ambiguo. He took another fruit and began peeling back its reddish-brown skin.


  “I suppose I should start at the beginning,” Cavortia said with a sigh. She reached for a fruit like the one he was peeling. Then she related her tale, beginning with her visit to Bubo’s gambling den and ending with her flight from prison the previous day. Ambiguo sat silently listening to the story and forgot about the fruit which sat on his open palm. When she came to talking about the prison, she mentioned the awful slimy creatures she encountered covering the floor.


  “Ah, amphibaenas,” he said. He recalled his fruit, and began to nibble at it. “Interesting creatures. If you examine them closely...”


  “Which I did not,” she interjected firmly, biting into her fruit with a smile.


  “You will find they possess what amounts to a head at either end,” he concluded. He smiled at her with his lips downturned. “I’ll spare you the shocking details of their abhorrent reproductive cycle, my dear, but if you’re interested, you can look them up in my library.”


  “No thank you,” she replied. “I know quite enough about the slimy, cannibalistic vermin.” Ambiguo laughed merrily.


  Cavortia continued with her story, telling her host how Vanilla had been helped to escape. She did not mention the particular benefactor, merely that an old woman had helped Vanilla escape, and later helped her as well.


  “Of course, I will give you sanctuary,” Ambiguo said when she had at length finished her story and picked up another fruit. “You must send word to your parents immediately, however. Do they know that you were in prison?”


  “I have not told them,” she answered, “so if they know, they would have heard it elsewhere.”


  “I see.”


  They talked comfortably for the remainder of the afternoon. Though Cavortia’s father was a close friend, Ambiguo had not seen him for some time. Ambiguo tried to recall their last meeting, and reckoned that it might have been nearly a year. Cavortia continued peeling and eating fruit until there was but one left in the bowl. She was famished, not having eaten at all the previous day, and before that subsisting for what seemed years on the meagre and disgusting prison rations. Their discussion drifted inevitably toward current events in Venus. Ambiguo confessed that he had heard of recent elections, and that there was some unusual dissatisfaction with the political situation, but he had not bothered to monitor specific events, or seek further information. He explained that he was heartily tired of politicking, and the various aspects of running his estate kept him fairly well busy.


  “Politics is a sport for younger men,” he told her laughingly. “I’ve long since given up following the doings in every city and village around.” She had to laugh at this, since she had always been told that politics were for old men and the running of business for the young.


  Plucking the last fruit from the bowl, Cavortia offered it to Ambiguo, but he shook his head and smiled. He looked abstractly around the room in silence while she at it. “You’re welcome to stay here,” he said after a while, “for as long as you like. Until things settle down in Venus.”


  Since Cavortia would have to be kept incognito, especially when visitors were about, or if she should desire to go out into the village, Ambiguo decided to give her an unoccupied servant’s garret, and set her up in the role of an indentured maidservant.


  “Though frankly,” he admitted, “you’re a bit on the pretty side for that line of work.” He looked at her and scanned her lovely figure. He had not seen her for... “How long has it been?” he asked, voicing his thoughts, “since I’ve seen you?”


  Popping the last bit of fruit into her mouth, she thought for a moment, then swallowed it. “Perhaps nine years?” she ventured questioningly.


  “You have blossomed admirably.”


  “Thank you, Ambiguo,” she answered with a laugh.


  “I suppose if we kept your clothing plain and you were to simply tie your hair back with twine, you could pass for a household maid.” He winked. “Later we can promote you to a more suitable position.”


  Ambiguo also thought that he would have to swear the night watchman and the servant Crustezia to secrecy regarding the manner of Cavortia’s appearance on his estate. He was thankful that most of the servants had been given the day off, so he did not have to bring the entire household into it, and nobody should have to know her identity. He planned to announce upon the servants’ return that he had hired on more help. This arrangement would also have the advantage of lightening the work of the two other maids. He knew exactly which rooms would most suit Cavortia’s fancies, too. He would give her the library, his study, and several other rooms to look after, so she could spend most of her time engaged in amusements such as reading and writing. He thought that she might also get along well with the young woman Crustezia.


  The plan settled between them, Ambiguo called his wife in to give her the news that Cavortia was to play a maidservant, instructing her that if she were to have any clothing made, it should be quite ordinary for a maidservant: unrevealing and not ostentatious or bedecked with frills.


  “Am I ever less than an eminently practical woman?” Porqua asked with a faded smile. She put one hand on her broad hip saucily.


  “Only on occasion,” Ambiguo answered, running his finger lightly along his wife’s sturdy jaw. “Such as when you’ve a sudden opportunity to select a young woman’s entire lavish wardrobe.” His finger paused to rest on her chin.


  “She shall have appropriate clothing.” Porqua tapped his nose lightly. “Now, go outside and tame a hippogryph or something.”


  “Oh, I’d much rather tame something,” he teased, patting her behind as he scurried away. She shooed him off, and he left with a sidelong grin at Cavortia.


  


  * * *


  


  As Cavortia had never done domestic labor before, she was rather intrigued by the prospect of being a maid, or at least being taken for one, and she settled quickly into her new life. The work she took seriously, what little there was, and kept the master’s study and library in trim condition with every item exactly in its proper position. She spent a few afternoons in the library, looking through the shelves of volumes on every subject she could imagine. Never had she seen so fine a private collection—better even than her father’s—which contained a number of priceless classical editions as well as all of the standard works that she herself knew. But the room also housed shelf after shelf of works she had never even heard mentioned. Ah, she thought, the world is always wider than any one of us know. She was certain that even Ambiguo himself had not read his entire library, even having grown up with it constantly around him. Most of it was inherited, and there simply was not enough time in a life for one person to read everything.


  The servant Crustezia seemed to have some admiration for Cavortia, and came to speak with her at every opportunity. Crustezia was a young woman, not quite in full bloom, but having passed puberty she was not properly a girl, but a thin and rather pretty young woman with immense curiosity. She came from a poor family in the village and had signed on for a five year indenture, hoping to learn reading and writing and what she could of a trade. She had been with the family for three years, and had studied meticulously. Porqua liked her as well. Since the couple had no daughters but only two sons, Crustezia seemed to fulfill that role in Porqua’s life. Porqua had encouraged her to study many subjects, not only the ones that took her fancy but difficult or sometimes boring subjects as well. Crustezia soon learned to read with ease and found that difficult subjects were also satisfying to master. Tome after tome passed like leaves through her hands, until Ambiguo gave her free run of the library, allowing her to choose whatever she liked to read without supervision. During idle moments, she was frequently found taking a book from her apron pockets, but usually when she had read no more than a few pages, some errand or other was announced. But she was allowed to spend most every evening over her books. Though a talkative young woman, she did listen and learn well, so Cavortia easily learned all about the most mundane details of her life. There was little to tell before she arrived in Porqua’s care, but she chattered pleasantly about all the places she had been vicariously, carried around the world and through the ages while never leaving the master’s library. She was frankly in awe of the scope of knowledge that yet eluded her.


  Cavortia and Crustezia frequently talked in the evening, when the younger woman would go to Cavortia’s room and sit upon the bed braiding her long blue hair, occasionally practicing various styles of braid on Cavortia’s hair. After several days, instead of foreign customs or literature, their talk turned one evening to the topic of men. Crustezia had been reading poetry, and tried bashfully to broach the subject for some time. Cavortia knew what she was about, and finally said, “Crustezia, why don’t you just ask me what you want to know?”


  “What I want to know?” Crustezia asked with a blush.


  “It’s obvious,” Cavortia laughed. She took up Crustezia’s hair and started to braid the long, straight strands. “You’re a young person just coming into her womanhood, fresh and full of curiosity about everything, reading every book you can find. You have certain longings and passions. And you really want to ask about the one subject that you can’t find any truly good books about.” She leaned over to whisper. “At least not in the master’s library, eh?”


  Crustezia sighed. “You’re right.”


  “Of course I’m right. I was your age once, you know.”


  “Porqua says that too, but I can’t very well ask the mistress about...” she trailed off.


  “Men?” asked Cavortia, thinking to herself ‘sex’. Definitely sex.


  “Tell me about men, Cavortia. You’ve been so many places, you must have had a man or perhaps even two.”


  Cavortia laughed aloud at Crustezia’s wild underestimation of her experience, and dropping the unfinished braids in a tumble, she patted the young woman’s cheeks from behind.


  “I have indeed,” she said lustily, still chuckling, “been with a man or two.”


  “What’s it like?”


  Cavortia had never had to answer that question herself, though she had asked her mother exactly the same question when she was about the same age. She’d best not shock the poor girl by leaping directly into a discussion of recreational orgasm or prostitution, she thought.


  “Well, there’s nothing like a man, Crustezia,” she said. “Except perhaps a cukeyfruit.” They both giggled.


  Cavortia tried at length to tell the young woman in words about sex, but was failing miserably. “Do you know anything at all?” she asked.


  “Well, I’ve touched myself, down there,” Crustezia answered, pointing toward her lap. “And I’m familiar with the general mechanics of the sexual act. From books you know.”


  “Of course you are.” Cavortia paused, looking at Crustezia. She had a pretty face with classical features, though a bit thin. Cavortia supposed she would soon fill out. “But you’re a virgin, right?”


  “Yes.”


  Cavortia knew from her own experience that it was difficult for a virgin to find just the right sort of decent man. Decent men rather shunned virgins because they were easily hurt emotionally, as well as being frequently somewhat messy to deflower. A rough, uncaring partner was also not the answer. She’d had too many friends in her own youth who had the experience of being humped to a bloody mess their first time in a masculine caress. She guessed that she had no choice; it was time to teach Crustezia the rudiments of physical love properly, before she got herself into trouble or came into her sexuality with a bad experience. Cavortia pulled up the long sleeve of her shirt to show her upper arm. Pointing to her guild tattoo she said, “see this?”


  “Yes, I saw it before too, when you first arrived. What is it?”


  “It’s a tattoo that I received when I was accepted into the independent prostitute’s guild.”


  Crustezia was visibly shocked and blushed deeply, but she soon recovered. “That means you must know ALL about everything!” she said happily. “I knew you’d teach me.” Her face was radiant and she looked closely at the tattoo, admiring its yellow and orange pigments.


  “This depicts a hellenic sphinx, rampant,” Cavortia explained. “It is the mythical offspring of a woman and an androsphinx. You’ve seen sphinxes?”


  Crustezia nodded slowly, examining the tattoo with her fingers. “I’ve seen pictures of them.”


  “Yes, they’re not native to this area.” Cavortia pulled her sleeve back down. “It is a symbol of physical love.”


  Cavortia then explained that she did not know everything, but that the guild had high standards of excellence, requiring arduous preparation of their apprentices. Initiates had to be well-versed in a broad range of physical situations; they were also required to demonstrate deep knowledge of the guild’s history, as well as a modicum of learning in other fields, with the ability to carry on an intelligent conversation being especially stressed. It was for these reasons that guild prostitutes were sought out and well paid by men who desired more than a simple coition, which could be obtained anywhere. Common whores were common; guild prostitutes were well regarded.


  Crustezia’s hormones were running high, however, and she was not about to be satisfied with a mere abstract discussion. She did not precisely demand a practical demonstration, but as Cavortia endeavored to answer all of Crustezia’s questions it became increasingly clear to her that the young woman simply would not be satisfied with even the most detailed of explanations. Reluctantly, Cavortia had to agree that there were limitations to what she could express with language. She rationalized proceeding to a demonstration by convincing herself that it would be advantageous for Crustezia were she to become sexually educated by someone with a thorough practical and theoretical knowledge of the subject.


  “All right, all right,” she said finally with a laugh. “You run off to the kitchen and fetch a cukeyfruit. Take the thinnest one you can find, mind you; and it needn’t be too firm.” With twinkling eyes, Crustezia excitedly trotted off to the kitchen to find a cukeyfruit. Cavortia dearly hoped she was not apprehended by the scullery maid, who would probably demand an explanation for her sudden need of a cukeyfruit so late in the evening.


  Crustezia presently returned, and Cavortia began her demonstration by taking the part of a man. She felt sorry that Magnanimo was not with her to assist, then she brushed the thought aside, reflecting that she should not get sidetracked into thinking of him at the moment. “The first lesson to learn is that in which you allow the man to lead you into lovemaking and remain essentially passive, showing minimal resistance at first, but being quickly impassioned by his advances. This is the classical situation, occurring over and over again in the literature. You may let him know with small gestures, and by guiding his hands, which touches you prefer, or show that you invite his touch.” Crustezia was leaning forward, listening intently to catch every word Cavortia spoke, hardly drawing a breath, while the lecture continued. “The advantage of allowing him to lead you along is that you can quickly build his confidence, and a man confident of your willingness, and of course your complete surrender to his charms, can therefore be counted upon to defend you in times of need.” She stopped to look carefully into Crustezia’s eyes. “That is the primordial reasoning. Whether or not you actually depend upon him for anything is irrelevant, you understand. As long as he believes it he will be devoted to you. Through your sexuality you can control the course of the relationship, maintaining a delicate balance between his appetite and his satisfaction. A clever woman can keep up the pretense of complete dependence for years, but it is in a sense dishonest, both to herself and to her lover.” Cavortia hoped she was not moving too quickly into realms her young pupil should not then have trodden, but she was carried away with a sudden intense feeling of responsibility for the future of Crustezia’s relationships with all men she would encounter throughout her life. The thought suddenly occurred to her that Capriccio might make an admirable match for Crustezia; a pity she could not introduce them.


  Crustezia indicated her impatience to move along to the actual demonstration, so Cavortia dispensed perfunctorily with very basic preliminaries, such as suggestive conversation and extended foreplay, and skipped directly to the point where the man had embraced her. Crustezia had no experience with kissing, so Cavortia demonstrated a few standard techniques that she had found to serve well as the basis of a fundamental oral repertoire. She was becoming somewhat amorous herself, and gradually immersing herself in the role of masculine lover, she began to rain desperate kisses down upon Crustezia’s neck and shoulders, behind her ears. All the while she continued a sporadic monologue upon technique, saying “the man may approach you thus” or “in this case you might respond in this manner.” Her pulse had quickened, and while she kissed the young woman’s neck, she became aware of Crustezia’s increased pulse and respiration.


  Presently Cavortia began to undo the ties of Crustezia’s bodice, and laid bare her breasts. They were small, but finely shaped conical swellings with pert young nipples that jutted upward daintily. Cavortia rubbed the breasts fully with her palms, taking care to remain gentle, until both breasts had warmed; the areolae contracted and the nipples became hard nubbins. Then she took Crustezia by the shoulders and guided her toward the bed, where they sat side by side.


  “You will notice how the nipples stand erect,” Cavortia said, taking one of them in her mouth. “An experienced man might kiss them, or wander about them, teasing with his tongue in this manner.” She demonstrated, whirling her tongue around Crustezia’s nipples, licking across her chest between the breasts.


  “It feels lovely, Cavortia.”


  “That is the point, of course. It should raise your ardor.”


  Having fully removed Crustezia’s shirt, Cavortia proceeded toward her goal, trying to act as much like a man as possible. Her best model of manhood was Magnanimo, and her scalp tingled as she thought of him so suddenly again. “Should a man do this as you are kissing and embracing,” she said, moving her fingers across the girl’s stomach at the top of her skirt, “you might respond by gently guiding his hand toward the object of his desire, which is to let him understand that you will welcome his embrace.” Crustezia took Cavortia’s hand, though Cavortia herself guided their hands together into the skirt. Then sliding her own hand along Crustezia’s ribs and around toward her back, she loosened the skirt about the young woman’s hips, but did not yet fully remove it.


  “The most traditional lovemaking position,” Cavortia continued, as she eased Crustezia into a prone position on her back, “is that where the man approaches you directly from above as you lie on your back.” So saying, Cavortia used both hands to remove the girl’s skirt by sliding it over her hips and dropping it onto the floor, all the while letting her eyes wander over Crustezia’s body. Her skin was a beautiful shade of medium green, emerald-like and without blemish. She was very thin though, and her muscles were not particularly developed, but her hips and legs were well shaped and would fill out in a lovely manner as she grew older. Her pubic region was delightful to behold, with a profusion of deep blue hair that was fine and utterly straight, coming to a long point that accentuated its triangular shape. With feathery touches, Cavortia continued to let her hands wander over the girl’s abdomen, exploring her navel and the soft flesh of her upper hips and waist. She let her hands crawl down Crustezia’s thighs, pressing her fingertips lightly into the softest creases on either side of the delta, then behind her buttocks, and back up, working her way toward the goal of parting Crustezia’s legs.


  “Gradually, the man will begin to seek out your pubic region, drawing his hand closer to the insides of your thighs,” she continued. “You may show him that you desire his further exploration by spreading your thighs at his slightest touch between them, or perhaps by guiding his hand yourself to rest upon your pubic hair.”


  Crustezia then guided Cavortia’s hand directly to the central furrow while spreading her thighs widely. “Yes, very good,” Cavortia offered in an encouraging tone, suppressing the urge to smile as she began to stroke between the soft purple labia, drawing near to the girl’s clitoris. “You will notice,” she said, “that your nether lips grow damp. Feel here please.” She brought Crustezia’s hand to feel herself.


  “Yes,” Crustezia whispered. “I’m familiar with this sensation.”


  “Very good.” Cavortia let the young woman remove her hands, and continued to stroke her inner thighs with her finger tips.


  Crustezia whispered. “It feels so much better when you do it.”


  Cavortia smiled. She worked her fingers in circles around Crustezia’s clitoral region, dipping her fingers between the lips to draw up lubrication, gradually moving outward to dampen it all around. Crustezia’s sex was quite wet from a free flowing of nectar, and her clitoris was hard and erect. Cavortia began to rub absent-mindedly, more slowly, and thought of discussing various options for orgasm; whether the woman should try to bring herself to orgasm before being entered, or have him do likewise manually, or hope that their technique was mutually developed enough to achieve orgasm solely through his penile stimulation, or to bring herself to orgasm after him. There seemed so many things to say upon the subject, that she thought it probably best to skip over it in their first lesson. As she was lost in these thoughts, however, Crustezia brought both of her hands close to Cavortia’s roaming hand. Holding tightly, she pressed her legs together and shuddered with orgasm, bending her knees quickly. Cavortia reflected that apparently she had good instincts.


  “This is so wonderful.” Crustezia sighed, curling herself around Cavortia’s arm.


  “Now then,” said Cavortia as the young woman relaxed after her release, “we approach the point at which the man may wish to enter you.” She reached around behind her to find the cukeyfruit. “Since we have no man available, I will demonstrate the technique—very poorly, I assure you—using this fruit. At this point you might whisper something romantic to your companion to indicate your readiness.” She held up the long thin cukeyfruit in one hand.


  “Yes, please Cavortia, take me now,” Crustezia whispered hoarsely, she rolled slowly onto her back and spread her thighs to their widest possible extent.


  Cavortia bit down on her lips to keep herself from giggling and spoiling the mood. “Well, you’ll become more creative as you gain experience, I’m sure. Now, the man may mount you in this manner, and as he moves toward you, you would embrace him and draw him down over you.” She held the cukeyfruit in front of her like an erect penis and swung one leg between Crustezia’s outspread thighs. Bringing the other leg over as well, she balanced on one arm as Crustezia embraced her. It was somewhat difficult to keep the cukeyfruit pointed in the appropriate direction while balancing with the other hand, but she managed well enough for the purposes of demonstration. She thought then that she should have removed her own clothing as well; a ridiculous oversight.


  “Now, I shall enter your vagina, Crustezia, and you may grab onto my hips and pull me in at your leisure,” she said. “Enjoy the pressure of my body lying over the top of you.” She guided the cukeyfruit toward Crustezia’s vaginal tunnel and brought the tip to bear at the tiny entrance. Crustezia pulled on her hips, slightly, then released them.


  “It’s somewhat uncomfortable,” she said, “it feels so big.”


  “Precisely why I suggested that you bring a small fruit,” Cavortia answered, pulling back. “Now, had I been a man, I should not have stopped when you released my hips, but my ardor aroused to a peak, might have driven my rod straight into you, ripping open your tunnel mercilessly.” She stood up and handed the cukeyfruit back to Crustezia, then adjusted her skirt. “You simply require a bit of practice. By practicing daily with a cukeyfruit, you can gradually enlarge the opening until you are used to the sensation. At first it may be even painful.” She guided Crustezia’s hand back toward her vagina, and said “here, now, begin with clitoral stimulation, and insert the fruit gently a small amount. When it becomes significantly uncomfortable, remove it and continue with clitoral stimulation.” Cavortia then pulled the girl’s legs up fully onto the bed so that she could lie comfortably. “When you have practiced sufficiently, and learned to bear down further each time, the hymen will eventually rupture of its own accord, and you will have no difficulty thereafter. If you don’t mind the pain for a day or so, you could force it immediately. Otherwise, take a few days and practice.” She let Crustezia practice for a few long moments, rubbing the fruit around her clitoris and prodding at the entrance, until she brought herself to another mild release. When she had stopped moving the fruit and was apparently satisfied, Cavortia took it from her.


  Cavortia was yearning to enjoy the fruit herself. “Now, observe as I do the same thing.” She lifted her skirt and held it bunched in one hand while she lay down on her back. Crustezia moved over to sit between her legs so that she could better observe the technique while Cavortia worked the fruit slowly around her sex until she was ready to receive it. She had already been damp and flushed, but she demonstrated carefully. Then she gradually introduced the narrow tip of the fruit into herself while rubbing circularly with the other hand. “This is another technique,” she said, “when you have both hands available.” Cavortia had not had a man since before she went into prison, so she was feeling the lack significantly. She tried to remind herself that she was giving a lesson, but felt so aroused that she thought it best to curtail the demonstration.


  “You’ll have to excuse me, Crustezia,” she said drawing ragged breaths, “but I really need this. Just watch.” Without further foreplay, she inserted the cukeyfruit fully and thrust it repeatedly in and out as she rotated her hips and rhythmically worked the fruit from side to side, while stimulating her clitoris with the other hand, pulling herself open roughly. She brought herself to a shuddering climax almost instantly, and pressed her legs together, curling up around the fruit with both hands clutched to her vulva. With a warm, flushed feeling, after a few moments she sat up and dropped her skirts.


  “So,” she said, holding out the fruit, “you may return to your room and practice if you wish. You can show me in a few days how far you’ve progressed.” She was still breathless.


  “Thank you, Cavortia,” Crustezia said, holding back tears that filled her eyes, “it was wonderful, and I’ll practice every day.”


  Cavortia laughed and patted her cheek. “Remember, though,” she said, pulling back the fruit as the girl reached for it, “the delicious thrusts of a ripe cukeyfruit between your quivering thighs are only the physical half of love, Crustezia. The other half of love is companionship—the joy of conversation and the delight in each other’s company. No mere cukeyfruit can share your joys and ecstasies or soothe your tears, or walk with you on a spring day; nor does a cukeyfruit have strong arms with which to embrace you through the night.”


  “I’ll remember that.”


  “Now, a woman can be such a companion too,” Cavortia continued with a smile, “but then you still need a cukeyfruit. Only a man can fulfill both roles.”


  Bidding good night, Cavortia hugged Crustezia lightly, then slid open the door to let her out. Crustezia hurried down the hallway, clutching the fruit in her hand. After the young woman left, Cavortia took off her clothes and lay upon the bed, then spread her legs and brought her knees up with a sigh. Bringing both hands to bear, massaged herself thoroughly, imagining Magnanimo lying prone across her, until she was delirious and tingling. She wished she had had the foresight to request a cukeyfruit for herself. After her second climax, though, she felt exceedingly depressed and began to weep. She brushed her tears and put her fingers into her mouth, trembling uncontrollably, wishing that she knew the fate of Magnanimo. Her throat ached, she loved him so much; her heart ached; her whole soul and body together felt contorted with pain. With her bare hands she wanted to tear apart the savage universe that had separated them, and pull him bodily from the realm of non-existence. At last her tears stopped, but she continued to think about him, trying to think pleasant thoughts, and her pain ebbed as she drifted off to sleep with her fingers still in her mouth. Whether she found him or not, she desired no other companion. She did not care if he was a prince and decided that if she found him again, she would instantly agree to marry him. And take him to the temple of Deimos, she thought as she drew nearer to sleep, where she could enfold his whole body within the expanse of her cavernous womb and rub his essence into her vibrant flesh until he melted completely into her; flesh of her flesh, never to escape.


  


  * * *


  


  Magnanimo knew the City of Venus fairly well, having dwelt there for most of the last few years. He suspected that if he asked around in a few of the places he had frequented with Cavortia, he might find someone who had heard something of either her or Drydock. He was not disappointed, either. After asking at several places, he came to a restaurant that he knew well. It was a man’s sort of establishment that reminded him of the taverns of Elysium, and he had dragged Cavortia along with him on a few occasions. He went in, and ordered himself a mug of their finest light ale. The proprietor’s wife recognized him immediately and paused to chat briefly, saying that she was glad to see him back in town, as his presence always lent a sophisticated air to their hovel. He laughed, saying he found their tavern always delightful, and asked after the proprietor. The woman went into the back to fetch him.


  “So, Magnanimo’s returned from the buccaneer’s life on the high seas,” the proprietor barked, seating himself heavily on a wooden chair across from Magnanimo. “We’ve missed you around here. Nothing but swaggering knaves when you’re away.” He laughed and slapped the table. “How is your charming lady friend then?” His face wrinkled in an exaggerated wink. The proprietor’s wife appeared immediately behind him with two mugs of ale, knowing that her husband would dally for a while.


  Magnanimo greeted him pleasantly, and they raised a toast. He then plunged quickly from the frivolous to more serious matters, outlining his problem: that both Cavortia and Drydock had been lost at sea when their ship was attacked by pirates.


  The proprietor was distressed to hear this news. He thumped the table with one gnarled hand and scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Aye, it’s pirates, pirates, all over the lake nowadays,” he said. “Never heard the like. Ships are constantly being attacked.”


  “Is that so?” Magnanimo inquired flatly. He sipped at his ale, then took a larger gulp.


  “Well, it’s true enough, what I say, but you know,” the man said quietly, squinting beneath his heavy eyebrows, “I almost have to give the pirates the credit, now.”


  “Why is that?” Magnanimo hoped the proprietor’s last remark would lead to some interesting insight.


  “Not to speak ill of them that I don’t know personally or anything,” the proprietor said stamping down his mug of ale, “but I hear that not a few ships in the pay of that so-called governor Smarmio have gone down.”


  This was a new perspective that Magnanimo had not yet heard. “When you say ‘so-called’ governor...”


  “I mean he wasn’t exactly elected by an overwhelming majority or anything. In fact, he was barely elected by a hair.” The man took another swig of his ale. Magnanimo matched him. The proprietor then belched and wiped his mouth with a sleeve. “You know, I wouldn’t be one to accuse the government of stuffing the ballot boxes or anything, but I have to say, Magnanimo, I woke up one morning and it occurred to me that suddenly there were a curious lot of Memnonians in city government.” He leaned forward, narrowing his eyes, “A few too many for coincidence, if you take my meaning.” He clumped his mug on the table again for emphasis.


  “Conspiracy?”


  The proprietor pursed his lips. “Well,” he said looking around, “I wouldn’t use that word too freely, but I get the idea that somebody’s pulling a few strings, say. Aye, there’s something afoot.”


  Magnanimo leaned back, brushing the back of his hand along the stubble of beard he had accumulated. The proprietor’s similar unshaven appearance had reminded him that he needed to visit a barber. Taking another swig from his ale, he said, “I have to be moving along now old friend, but if you hear anything from Drydock, perhaps you can let him know I’m alive. I’ll catch up with him sooner or later if he’s alive.”


  The proprietor raised his eyebrows, jutting his jaw forward. “Well, now, I might be able to help in that regard, too,” he said leaning back and scratching at his moustache. “Let me put the word out that someone’s looking for him. If he’s in Venus, we’ll find him. You don’t fret, and just go about your business.”


  “I appreciate your help,” Magnanimo said sincerely. He raised his mug with a nod and drained it. Plunking down the mug, he stood up. “He’ll know where to find me soon enough. A lot of people will know where to find me soon enough, if you take my meaning.” He winked broadly. Tossing a few too many coins on the table, he walked out the front door. As he stepped into the warm air of the street his head reeled for a moment, and the thought occurred to him that he should keep the number of ales to a minimum if he intended to make it through the day.


  After a few more similar stops, during which he tried to make do with cool tea instead of ale, Magnanimo began to get a rather clear picture of the political situation. There was an undercurrent of dissatisfaction among the populace, and it seemed like an infection ready to break to the surface. Somehow, the city government was being infiltrated by Memnonians. There were no laws against foreigners holding government positions in as enlightened a state as Venus, so he would not have been surprised to hear of two, or even a few, in various positions, but the idea that the government had recently become rather overflowing with Memnonians suggested a purposeful infiltration, perhaps even a covert prelude to invasion. If the stories he heard were true, there seemed to be the beginnings of an organized underground movement as well. Were it otherwise, there would not have been such a disproportionate number of piracies aimed at Memnonian interests, which Magnanimo took to be the truth behind the incidents. There must be some kind of campaign being organized by an anti-Memnonian faction. He had to find out who was involved and enlist their aid. They probably knew far more about the true situation than he could find out by contacting any of the barkeepers he knew. As he walked toward the afternoon rendezvous point, he began to form a sketchy plan.


  Flaccido, with a few other men in tow, was already waiting at the restaurant for Magnanimo. When he entered, he spoke to the proprietor, who was another old acquaintance, about convening in a private room. This was quickly arranged and the party moved upstairs to a small but comfortable room. They were interrupted several times as new strangers appeared at the restaurant asking questions, and one man or the other was called away downstairs to see if the stranger could be a comrade. Flaccido began to think that he should have had the foresight to use a recognition phrase; he asked one of his lieutenants to point that out next time he staged a clandestine operation. Eventually, after a few rounds of ale had been served, they were all present.


  Flaccido asked each man around the table to relate in turn the story of his day, requesting everyone else to withhold commentary until they had all finished. It did not take long for a distinct pattern to emerge. They had all run into more or less the same story: an unaccountable lot of Memnonians in government, sudden changes in city ordinances, a spread of gambling, a dramatic rise in capital crimes. Gambling restrictions had most recently been completely curtailed, and dens controlled mainly by Memnonians were springing up all over the city. There were rumors of rampant piracy in Ferentinae Lacus. Most informants who had been in Venus for a number of years agreed that piracy in the lake was a recent phenomenon. Most people who mentioned pirates seemed not too distressed by them however: the targets of their raids were generally unpopular with the average citizen. Magnanimo began to wonder about the pirates that had captured his own ship at the time he lost Cavortia, and whether perhaps his friend the captain might have been dealing with the wrong people. It was true that he did not know the man very well. He could have been a Memnonian sympathizer, or even a smuggler. That thought did not make it easier to accept the fact that his ship had been captured, or lessen his fury over losing Cavortia to pirates.


  There was a sudden commotion on the stairs, and a loud voice cried, “Hey, you, there’s a private party upstairs, come back down here!” There was a clatter, that sent every man in the room leaping to his feet, fumbling for his dagger. A hooded figure in long travelling robes appeared at the door.


  “Drydock!” yelled Magnanimo, recognizing the thin figure at once.


  The figure’s hood was thrown back to reveal Drydock’s beaming smile. “Aye, Magnanimo, I just got word that you were alive so I came at once.” Magnanimo crossed quickly to the door and embraced his servant, lifting him from the ground.


  “Ho, now!” Drydock exclaimed, “Don’t crush my rib cage!”


  Magnanimo dropped him and stood back. “It is good to see you!”


  Drydock straightened his robes. “Likewise, Magnanimo.”


  The proprietor had been standing in the doorway during their exchange, ready to drag off the interloper. Magnanimo motioned to him. “There’s no problem. We know this one.” He clapped Drydock on the back then put his arm around his servant’s neck.


  The proprietor waved a hand and went wearily back downstairs. Room was made for Drydock at the table next to Magnanimo.


  Before the discussion continued, Magnanimo asked one question. “Where is Cavortia? Is she alive?”


  Drydock heaved a sigh. “I’ve seen her. She was in Venus, but I’ll save the story until later. You continue with your important discussion.”


  Magnanimo was relieved to hear that she was in Venus, so he was able to set his curiosity aside long enough to finish the meeting. A young man brought in several large mugs of ale and distributed them, beginning with Drydock. He also tossed another plate out so that Drydock could share their food.


  Magnanimo’s plan, to which Flaccido quickly agreed, was to bring the ships into the harbor one at a time on different days as if they had all been sailing independently rather than as part of a fleet. The maneuver would require a bit of luck, since they would have to depend on the general dullness of the harbor master’s lackeys rather than on their own wits. Magnanimo was confident that even if they noticed a sudden increase in Elysian ships, they would not be aroused to investigate. The Acheronian soldiers could be put to good use in being the sole official contacts with the port authorities. Magnanimo felt that would keep them less suspicious than if they had an inexplicable influx of ships piloted by Elysian crews. The ships would each dock and its crew would be dispersed through the city. Once all the crews had thus been brought ashore, they could converge on the governor’s palace at an appointed day in the morning. If they were quick enough about it, they might be able to capture the palace before a general alarm went out. Some of the men felt that even if the alarm were raised, the city guard, being mostly native Venusians, might not be eager to defend the palace. They might be none too loyal to the current government.


  When the discussion broke up late that night, Magnanimo and Drydock stayed behind to catch each other up on their adventures. They ordered another ale apiece, and a bowl of fruit. Magnanimo was most eager to hear about Cavortia, so Drydock began to relate that part of his tale first.


  “She came to Vanilla’s apartment, and I had a boy watching it,” he said. “Vanilla had been arrested some time before that.”


  “Arrested!” Magnanimo screamed, starting to leap up, his knee banged against the table, nearly upsetting his mug of ale. He collapsed back into a sitting position.


  “The both of them,” Drydock admitted, closing his eyes. He knew Magnanimo might become enraged, but his rages were always short and mild.


  “Arrested!” Magnanimo yelled again, leaning toward his servant. “Cavortia too?”


  “I’ll wait to tell the story until you’ve had a chance to absorb the news,” Drydock replied calmly, opening his eyes to sip his ale. “I realize it’s a terrible shock.”


  “Maybe it shouldn’t be,” Magnanimo replied. He sat for a few moments trying to calm his fury. He rubbed his knee, then reached for a fruit. “Arrested on what charges?” he asked finally, biting into the crisp fruit.


  “Accessory to murder they say,” Drydock answered flatly.


  “Of course,” Magnanimo replied drily.


  “Anyway, the boy brought Cavortia to me, but before I could get her out of the city, she was arrested on the street.” He slapped the table. “Her face is hard to forget mind you, and she has something of a reputation, but I didn’t expect for her to be caught quite that easily.”


  “I’m aware of her reputation,” Magnanimo snarled. He was crestfallen and beginning to take out his frustration by yelling at Drydock. “Where is she now? How could you let them arrest her?”


  Drydock hung his head to rest his chin on his chest. “I’m truly sorry, Magnanimo. It’s entirely my fault and I should have been more careful. I don’t know where she is now. I believe she’s still in prison.”


  “We’ll have to get her out somehow,” Magnanimo yelled, pounding a fist on the table as his anger rose again. “How could you let her be arrested?”


  Drydock began to stammer an answer, then fell silent and closed his eyes again. Magnanimo realized he had been yelling at his faithful servant, and stopped himself with a pat to Drydock’s shoulder. “No, don’t apologize my friend; it could as easily have happened to anyone. I’m relieved simply to know that she’s alive.”


  “That she is,” Drydock offered. “I’m certain of it. She hasn’t been executed. I’ve been keeping track of all executions in the city since she was arrested.” He paused briefly. “You won’t be pleased to hear, though, that there are a lot of executions in Venus these days.”


  He relaxed his shoulders and rolled his head to loosen the muscles. “I’m not too surprised, Drydock.”


  They shared another drink and finished the bare outlines of their tales before stumbling out of the restaurant, awash in ale, to find lodgings for the night. Though still seething over her arrest, Magnanimo was terribly relieved to hear that Cavortia was alive, but he was too tired to feel the elation he had expected at learning that she lived. He was looking forward to rescuing her from prison. He would do that, he thought, with a rampaging sword, just as soon as they captured the palace. He would trample down the gates, if necessary, he told himself, and slaughter all the guards into the bargain. Meanwhile, she would be safe in prison, if fighting broke out in the city, so he need not worry for her safety.


  It took nine days for all of the ships to be brought in. They flew white sails with no flags at all, but after the first two had come in, one captain reported that the harbor master’s lackeys had made a casual comment about Elysian sailors. They therefore delayed the other ships so they would not arrive on successive days. Each one eventually docked on its appointed day and its captain, an Acheronian soldier bedecked like a rich merchant captain, sent the crew off on shore-leave as any captain might have done. Upon dispersing into the city, they each sent word back to Flaccido that they had arrived.


  Magnanimo spent these days making more social calls around the city. He avoided the crowded thoroughfares and stayed away from passenger boats as much as possible to avoid being recognized, though he thought that unlikely. The first day, he sent Drydock off alone to see if he could get any information about Cavortia. Drydock had insisted that he had already tried that and had been unable to learn anything. When Drydock returned with no further information, he and his master shared a meal in a small restaurant. Magnanimo then asked him to find the merchant named Bubo.


  “Put a boy after him, Drydock. Watch every move he makes,” instructed Magnanimo. He ladled up a mouthful of soup, but then stopped. “No, rather put a girl after him; she’ll be less likely to be noticed. A boy might get a burst of bravado and give himself away too easily. But make sure the girl doesn’t put herself in any danger whatsoever. If she’s discovered, she’s to run away and report directly back to you.”


  “I’ll find him.” Drydock stood up. “And I know just the girl for the job.” Pulling up his hood, he ducked out of the restaurant.


  Bubo was easily found: he had a number of gambling dens all around the city, and was astoundingly regular in his habits, visiting each of them with about the same frequency. The girl, a bright young street urchin whom Drydock sent to follow Bubo, was also able to discover where he lived and a host of details about his life. Since the death of his wife, Bubo had taken up with no less than three appalling mistresses simultaneously, and one or the other always accompanied him. When he heard this, Magnanimo grunted that they were probably common whores, only too eager to soak up his money. Magnanimo instructed Drydock to have the girl continue to see that Bubo returned to his house each night. If the man changed his habits in any way, Magnanimo wanted to know about it immediately. He would not risk letting the scoundrel slip through his fingers.


  


  * * *


  


  Three days after their first lesson, Crustezia returned to show Cavortia the results of her diligent practice. She returned again two days after that. With that beginning, they made serious academic lessons in love a regular part of their life in Ambiguo’s household. Crustezia soon learned a number of essential techniques and was able to handle the full thrust of the fruit well enough that Cavortia suggested it might be time for her to pursue a man. The woman had her eye on the head gardener’s son, who was a good-looking young man about her own age, so they began to plot a seduction. Cavortia felt the weight of her responsibility and soberly decided it was probably the right time for Crustezia’s first lessons in herbal contraceptives and abortifacients as well. The role of mentor gave her a renewed sense of purpose and she tried to teach as thoroughly as possible. The young woman had endless questions that she was unable to immediately answer, so she began to focus her perusal of the library, searching diligently for the answer to every question.


  Because of her light duties in Ambiguo’s house Cavortia often found herself with completely free afternoons. After finishing her daily chores she occasionally took long walks around the estate, looking over the fields and climbing the hills. She remembered many of the places from times when she visited the estate as a girl. One afternoon she followed a path out through a part of the garden where she had not been before. There was an old wooden gate, overgrown with flowering tendrils, that stood open among a group of trees with long swaying branches that touched the ground with the feathery green tips of their ellipsoid leaves. The gate was ajar, and she slipped through it to find herself in a wild, unattended wood. A carpet of dry leaves lay across the forest floor, and peeking out among them grew small saplings and a profusion of shade-loving wildflowers. Through the branches, soft green light filtered, lending an ethereal quality to the scene. A few birds chirped and hopped about in the upper branches, but among the thin tan boles of the widely spaced trees, all was quiet.


  The cool air of the forest enveloped her. She drew a breath quietly, looking about the scene. A path led away from the gate and wound among the branches. It so seemed to beckon that she followed it for a short distance, until it began a series of switchbacks up a wooded knoll. Wondering where the path ended, she followed along, hiking slowly up the trail as it led back and forth up the steep face of the knoll. Scattered along the hillside were rock outcroppings visible beneath blankets of pink flowering moss.


  Away among the trees below her, she saw a movement. When she stopped to look, she beheld a spotted chimera that had stopped beneath a few dusty shafts of sunlight. It paused, raising one delicate leg to its antlers and pawed at them briefly, then nosed on the ground and began to chew on a morsel. When she first saw it, there were mixed black and white spots on a tan background covering its high back but as she watched, its color deepened and became striped with brown and green, matching the surroundings. She moved forward one step, but the chimera pricked its ears and turned toward her, letting out a long moan followed by high pitched chatter and a few shrill chirps. The green and brown stripes rippled when it took a few steps forward. Flicking its tail, it bounded off among the trees, weaving randomly down the hill and springing lightly over the underbrush until it disappeared. She felt blessed to have seen the rare creature and heard its voice. It reminded her of the myth wherein Deimos taught music to the people.


  Near the top of the knoll the trees thinned out and a wide meadow of tall grass dotted with flowering shrubs capped its summit. As Cavortia broke through into the field, she heard faint tinkling sounds, as of distant bells on the wind. Listening intently, she realized the sound was not that of bells, but rather bell-like in quality. Thinking that this sound might have attracted the chimera, she started across the meadow bathed in warm sunlight with the wide pink sky stretching over her. She paused frequently, listening for the sounds, which coalesced gradually into music as she approached the far side of the meadow. When she came near enough to peer into the shadows cast by the trees at the meadow’s far side, she noticed a small gazebo at the edge of the meadow just under the overhanging branches of a clump of tall trees. She veered toward the gazebo and, as she approached, saw that it was in a state of disrepair. Several columns covered in peeling paint had fallen over, and the roof leaned precariously to one side. It was held up by ropes that were tied to the surrounding trees.


  Seated on the bare ground in the center of the gazebo was a person—she guessed it was a man—with his back to her. His black hair was long, tied into a single braid at the back, and she thought at once that he might be Thaumasian. She had read that Thaumasian women of some tribes had holes cut in the backs of their skirts, which allowed their tails to be seen, marking them as women, for men and women otherwise dressed identically. Thaumasian men did not have tails, and this man appeared to have no hole cut in his robes. The man, whose face she could not see, hunched over a brightly painted box which seemed to be made of wood. Shabby brown robes hung loosely over his shoulders, the sleeves rolled back to his upper arms. He rocked back and forth and from side to side, moving with the sounds he drew forth. A tumbling river of miraculous, intertwining melodies drifted daintily over the still meadow. She approached to a point where she could clearly see the man’s back and was able to hear well enough to satisfy her curiosity. She had never heard such an instrument, nor any music resembling that which he drew forth with such seeming ease. Thinking it best not to disturb him, lest perhaps he should stop playing, she sat quietly with her legs crossed to listen.


  There were delicate threads of a pretty melody jumbled together, some running to the high tones, some lower. She began to unravel from the mass of sound a single underlying group of elements repeated and extended. The tempo increased and the recognizable bits of coloring coalesced into a rising figure that seemed to increase in stress, and reaching a point of highest tension, snapped into a cascade of tinkling that disappeared into the wind. Curious about the origin of such music, she started to rise, with the intention of speaking to the man, but as she stood up, he began to play again.


  The music began suddenly as a single thread, leaping upwards. The whole was intriguing and there were recognizable quirks in the melody. One figure rose up by leaps to dawdle in some quick tones, then fall again. Pieces fell here and there like autumn leaves dropping into a pond. The melody continued in a short series of jagged leaps, then subsided to a tense, lingering whisper. As Cavortia began to wonder where it would lead, the melody began again only lower, and as it started, the first thread of melody bounced against its upper reaches, outlining it, and playing against it in the manner of a contest between two threads the same, and yet subtly different. She could not call the melodies pretty or beautiful, but they possessed a haunting power that drew her in. Amid the weaving of the two melodies, a third struck up, following the same craggy course with which the others began. While there was no prettiness here, there was an intensity of feeling. A personality emerged, as if the whole were a story with words speaking to her, shouting three things at once. When the third voice among them reached its languid conclusion, supported from above by the first two, yet a fourth melody toppled suddenly from the heights to break among them, but it was different. She listened to its great fall, and realized as it passed among the others that it differed in being upside down, as if hanging from a limb. Then the four conversed together in a babble, first one chiming in with a serious point, which was taken up by the others and gnawed over with relish, and then one or the other would jest, and they would tumble together in laughter.


  Cavortia was familiar with the musical traditions practiced across much of Arcadia, and she had never heard such a music. It was not like Arcadian music, in which each instrument, while forming a part of the entire tapestry, had its own voice and its own story to weave among the others. This was a fascinating intellectual conversation between four comrades who raised their cups and drank, then spilling their ale, called for another. And when their ale came, they crooned together in a dirge. But presently one would toss aside the serious tone and intervene with a jest, a whisper, or a shout that would start the others in again, as their several topics of conversation were bandied about the group. There was deep intellectual content here, if not beauty, and the intensity of this conversation among musical voices intrigued her. Again, as with the piece the man had been playing when she first heard him, this conversation reached a crux, a point of balance, and as the four voices vied for position, leaping over themselves in a rush to have the last word, a joke burst upon their world, and the whole came tumbling into heavy footsteps that echoed and died out in a black night.


  Even as the last echo died, Cavortia jumped to her feet and trotted forward to meet this genius of the musical box. She was overwhelmed with questions about the musical conversation and eager to hear more of this fascinating new form. “Bravo,” she said quietly as she approached the man.


  He turned around quickly, putting one hand onto the ground behind him and smiled at her. As she had surmised, he was Thaumasian. He seemed rather short and very thin with the characteristic Thaumasian slit pupils and thin eyebrows. His smooth-shaven face was the deep forest tone typical of Thaumasians. His hair was so dark that she could not tell whether it was black or closer to the blue of midnight. He appeared to be middle aged, but with clear skin and a healthy look, as if he spent much time outdoors.


  “Oh,” he said in a surprised tone. “I didn’t know anyone was listening. Please forgive my rusty old fingers.” Cavortia noticed that his Thaumasian accent was very slight, perhaps indicating many years of residence in Arcadia.


  “But your music was exquisite,” she insisted. “I’ve never heard such interesting sounds. What people of Thaumasia make such music?” She approached and seated herself behind him, drawing her long skirt out around her elegantly.


  The man turned himself with both hands to face her. “The music is not my own, I’m afraid,” he said sadly. “It is rather older even than I, from the time of my grandfather.”


  “Composed?” she inquired. For some reason she had half thought it a form of improvisation. “By a minstrel?”


  “Yes.” He grinned broadly, “I suppose you could call her a minstrel. A famous Thaumasian composer. How did you like it?”


  “I’m not sure,” she answered. “There is no room in this music for like or dislike, rather it exists to teach and to fascinate.”


  He nodded wisely, bobbing his head up and down as she spoke.


  “Yes,” he agreed. “These pieces are like deep conversations.”


  “What do you call the form?”


  He shrugged. “There is no specific name that I know. We generally call them tapestries. Each is different, with its own tale.”


  “I should like to hear more.”


  “You are a musician yourself?” he inquired.


  She did play the lute, and sang admirably, but, “Oh no,” she answered. “Not at all. I like music.”


  “I see.” His smile brightened again. “I was just going to practice another, would you like to hear it?” He wiggled his fingers in the air as if to dry his hands.


  “Certainly.”


  “Come, sit here beside me where you can see,” he invited, patting the ground near himself.


  She moved to the spot he indicated, where she could see his hands upon the instrument. The wooden box stood on six short legs in front of him. On its front was a set of many-colored sticks laid out in a regular pattern. There might have been a hundred of these sticks, though she could not fathom their purpose. She idly counted nineteen different colors. The box had a lid, which was raised up revealing a harp-like interior with strings stretched across a frame. The instrument looked far too heavy to be brought casually out into this open glade.


  When she had settled down and drawn the folds of her skirt up around herself, he bent toward the instrument and raised his hands over it. There was a pause, and then a single beautiful melody tinkled out of the ether, delicately extracted by his right hand. He moved his fingers lightly across the sticks, and as he touched them, some mechanism in the box drew forth plucked sounds from the strings. She suddenly understood the mechanism: there must be attachments on the sticks which entered the body of the instrument and terminated in quills or plectra with which the strings were plucked. The music he drew out of the box was different than before, more beautiful and languid. It was more like an old, meandering river that started high in the plains and rolled slowly toward a wide delta, where it split into many broad mouths, each part of the same river, but having its own bayous and its own mysteries. As before, the music seemed studied. It was not spontaneous or improvised, but carefully constructed thread by thread to achieve a total effect that was one of tremendous intellectual effort. Even the act of listening to it engaged her analytic faculties in trying to understand where it had been, and were it was going. She continuously found herself trying to out-think the wandering of the mellow waters across the deltas, lapping at the bases of high fjords, but it continued to surprise her in subtle ways.


  When he finished the piece, which ended in a manner similar to the others as far as its formalism went, he glanced at her questioningly.


  “Again, it’s marvelous,” she said, breaking into a wide smile and clasping her hands.


  “Thank you,” he answered. “I do not often have an audience. Especially one so appreciative.”


  Cavortia noticed that the shadows had lengthened, and the afternoon was wearing away. She longed to stay and talk, perhaps to hear more of this new music, but thought she should start back to Ambiguo’s house to help with the evening meal.


  “What is your name?” she asked. “Do you come every day? Where to you live?”


  He laughed sweetly. “A thousand questions!” She lowered her head apologetically, but he continued. “You’re the new girl in the master’s house, aren’t you?”


  She nearly blushed when he called her a girl. He was obviously older, but she did not believe him to be so much older that she would seem like a child. “Yes, I am,” she answered, having almost forgotten her position on the estate. Of course everyone would know who she was. No doubt there was plenty of gossip and speculation about her among the servants and numerous employees of the estate.


  “You’re quite pretty for a maid,” he said, smiling.


  “Thank you, sir,” Cavortia answered quietly. She lowered her eyes, feigning sheepishness in keeping with her assumed role.


  He laughed again merrily, wrinkling up his eyes. “My name is Hien-Ssu,” he said, dulling the final vowel into an aspirate. “I keep the master’s hippogryphs.”


  “I must return to my duties,” she said suddenly. “Will you be here tomorrow. I mean, may I come to listen again?”


  “You are most welcome anytime,” he answered. “At this season the animals are all off in the eastern pastures so I come here nearly every day to practice.”


  She flashed a bright smile and gathered her skirt to rise. “I shall return tomorrow, then, if I may.” Picking up the hem of her skirt above her knees, she dashed off across the meadow, leaving him seated under the gazebo. She stopped and looked back once. “My name is Cavortia,” she called loudly.


  “So I have heard!” Hien-Ssu waved her off with a laugh, and she paused, but then turned away again and disappeared into the forest. He knew well enough who Cavortia was, for he had once known her father well. But he had not seen her since she was a little girl hardly old enough to talk. He wondered if perhaps he should have mentioned that he knew her father, but if she chose to stay on the estate in the guise of a servant, it was not his place to expose her. She must have good reason. If she did not remember him of her own accord, perhaps that was just as well, though he felt a sad twinge to think that he had been forgotten. Well, children do forget so easily, he thought. He watched her form flitting through the forest until she was gone an instant later. Thinking she had indeed blossomed into an enchanting maiden, he began to pluck away again at his instrument.


  


  * * *


  


  On the following day Cavortia walked again in the forest at about the same time, and breaking into the meadow found Hien-Ssu already under the gazebo, as if he had never left. He played several new pieces for her, and she listened in fascination, frequently closing her eyes to better concentrate on the sounds. When he finished playing, they discussed Thaumasian music, and the woman who had composed the pieces he played. Cavortia wished that she could meet such a great artist, but he told her that the woman was long dead. Cavortia wondered what she must have been like; certainly a sharp intellect, and probably an elegant beauty as well.


  Several times after their first meeting Cavortia joined Hien-Ssu under the gazebo in the afternoon. He played pieces she had not heard before, but also played some of the same pieces for her, and each time she heard new details that she had missed before. The music had such a fascinating depth that even when she heard a piece twice in succession, each time there was another layer of detail brought to light. It seemed as if they changed each time she heard them, yet Hien-Ssu insisted they were exactly the same.


  “You have given me a great gift,” she said one day, after he had played two pieces that were new to her. “I never knew such depth and wonder could exist in music played upon one strange instrument. It has the richness of an orchestra, concealed in a small box.” She had heard other works by famous Arcadian minstrels, and she knew that a wealth of detail often flowed from the pen of one person, but she had not encountered anything quite the same. “I should like to reciprocate your gift,” she stated. “But I have little of art myself.”


  He raised his hand. “No, please, do not trouble yourself, Cavortia. Conversations with such a bright girl in a lovely glade are reward enough in themselves.”


  She held out her hand toward him. “Come, walk with me?”


  He rose and took her hand, folding her fingers lightly over his elbow, and they walked along a path leading from the gazebo into the woods opposite the side from which she always approached. They conversed quietly as they walked and Hien-Ssu pointed out the various species of plants, naming each one in Thaumasian for her. She told him that she had seen a chimera on the day they first met, and he told her laughingly that he often saw them. They came cautiously out of the forest to listen to the music.


  At length, Cavortia and Hien-Ssu arrived in a small open glade. Sun poured into it from breaks in the trees, and lush grass grew. A narrow creek wound through, starting at a small natural spring on one side. Around the spring the air was cool and partly shaded by rocks. Cavortia decided it would do well. Grasping his hand in hers, she led him toward the spot.


  “Do you like women?” she asked as they approached a patch of sunlight close by the running water.


  “Well enough,” he said. “I’ve had my share, I suppose, but never married.”


  “Why is that?”


  He laughed silently and stroked her hand. “Too long a story to tell now. Perhaps later.”


  She caught up his hands between hers. “Please,” she implored him. “I said that I have little art, but I would sincerely like to share it with you.”


  “What art is this?” he asked, gazing at her face. He felt a warmth rising in him, and was suddenly certain that she was about to offer her body. The thought that his secret would be bared to her made him uncomfortable.


  “Make love with me,” she said, reaching a hand toward his cheek. “It is a paltry offering by comparison with the gift you have given me, but I should be honored if you would accept it.”


  He gently grasped her cheeks between his palms, deciding that if she could be so enthralled by his music, perhaps she could bear to know his most hidden defects. “It would be an honor and a pleasure both.” He tugged at the string that bound his hair, and let it fly loose about his shoulders. When he had loosened it, he reached behind Cavortia’s back and removed the twine with which she tied hers into a heavy knot. He looked intently into her eyes, studying them, and loosened her hair with his fingers.


  Feeling his gaze pierce into her soul, she drew a slow breath, then leaned toward him, sliding her arms around his shoulders as she exhaled.


  “I want to ascertain,” he whispered, “that I am not ravishing a young virgin.” He still wanted to ask further questions.


  She pulled back from him said seriously, “No, Hien-Ssu, you are not ravishing a young virgin.”


  “I thought not.” He grinned.


  She pursed her lips in a pout. “What do you mean by that?” He started to speak, then they both giggled, and embraced tenderly.


  “No virgin speaks of having little art. I anticipate an interesting encounter.”


  He released her from the embrace, leaving his hands on her shoulders. “Let’s sit down.”


  “Yes, let’s do.” They sat together in the tall grass.


  He hesitantly touched her face, drawing his fingers across her lips. It was difficult to give up his image of her as a young girl, but he forced himself to think of her only now, being with him as a woman. His fingers trembled slightly.


  “You are not a house maid, are you, Cavortia?” He dared inquire no further.


  She shook her head, but did not speak, then reached to her shirt and began to untie the little bows that held it closed. When they were all untied, she guided his hand to her shoulder and drew it inside her shirt to caress her breast, pressing it firmly into her soft flesh. She put the other hand around his neck and they moved together in a kiss, their lips touching delicately with some hesitation. With hands that trembled with excitement, she drew down her blouse around her shoulders, freeing her breasts, feeling the nipples grow taut as the thin fabric slid across them. She moved his chin to one side and put up her arm where he could see her guild tattoo.


  His eyes alighted on her upper arm with its detailed tattoo of a hellenic sphinx rampant, and he felt an instant of shock, suffused with humor. “I understand,” he whispered, smiling involuntarily. “Your secret is only between us.” He was relieved to know that she must be broadly experienced in sexual matters and at once ceased to fear her reaction to his perversion.


  “Thank you,” she replied, whispering into his ear. “Make love to me, Hien-Ssu.”


  “And then you shall know my secrets as well.”


  He helped her slide fully out of her shirt, revealing the lovely green expanse of perfectly shaped breasts that rose and fell as she breathed. She moved her hands to loosen the sash of his robes and pulled them open laying his broad chest bare. It was smooth and hairless, with strong pectoral muscles that rippled when he moved. She kissed his tiny nipples, letting her tongue outline them, feeling them stiffen to her touch. While she kissed him again on the mouth, letting her tongue wander between his warm lips, she put her hands slowly into his loincloth to loosen it. She laid the loincloth open at last, and pulled his penis free with one hand. It was of normal length and thickness, but had a beautifully shaped head that throbbed warmly, filling up and expanding as she gripped it in her hands. It was crossed my more pronounced lateral ridges than the penises of most Arcadian men, and she judged that it would give her special delight as it traversed the walls of her hungry vagina. This thought of hunger sent a tingle along the inner stretches of her thighs and helped release the first warm drops of her amorous nectar.


  Sliding her lips down his chest to his stomach, she planted more kisses across his abdomen, dabbing her tongue into his navel. He lay back on the grass, stretching out his legs, allowing her free access to his torso and pelvic region. The thrill of her touch caused his heart to race and he felt a prolonged tingling where she touched him. Moving down from his abdomen, she raised his penis up and brushed her lips across his testicles. They contracted quickly, and he sighed deeply as his penis rose up and twitched at her touch.


  “Your touch is like a feather,” he whispered. “My secrets are revealed.” He let his hairless, prehensile tail crawl out from under him, creeping up her arm to caress her dangling breasts. She was astonished, but pleased; he was neither quite fully male nor female. The warm touch delighted her, and she smiled brightly as the tail slid around her.


  “Your secret is only between us,” she said, echoing his words, and descended upon his body with her mouth.


  She flicked her tongue along the underside of his penis near the base, while letting her fingers dance across it. Reaching the engorged, indigo head, she drew it slowly into her mouth, rotating her tongue quickly around its swollen perimeter while her hands danced over his torso in imitation of his musical plucking. He let out his breath softly and grasped her head with his hands, stroking her hair, drawing his fingers through it, spreading it over his chest. His tail continued to wind around her arms, flitting across her hard nipples, tickling her stomach. She moved herself forward to kneel between his legs, then pushed her mouth down over the erect member until it was fully inside. With a learned technique, she vibrated her lips and throat, moving back and forth along the ever-hardening shaft while holding her hands in a ring around its base. It hardened tremendously as she caressed it. She let her hands play across his chest again, rubbing his body more vigorously each moment.


  Hien-Ssu had not experienced such sensations for far too long, he thought. The touch of her hands and the lubricious feel of her sensuous mouth around his sceptre sent a shivering sensation through his body. He relaxed his entire corporeal being, concentrating on the intensely pleasurable feelings she imparted with her tongue and her lips; with her hands fluttering birdlike across his abdomen, and sliding between his thighs, around his buttocks, behind his knees. He moved his tail down from her belly and let it slide between her legs from below, dancing with quick undulations up the deep cleft between her buttocks and across her back to draw circles there.


  She moved closer to him, laying her body across his, until she could draw his penis between her upper breasts. There, she pulled herself forward and back across his stomach while pushing her breasts together to form a canal into which it slid easily, dampened by her saliva. The feel of it against her skin was warm, almost to the point of great heat and with each motion the heat increased. She felt his tail slithering between her legs, caressing her sex, then circling lightly around her buttocks, aiming for vaginal penetration. She continued to draw him back and forth between her breasts, pushing them together more tightly, then gripped his shoulders to draw herself forward up his abdomen and chest until she could reach his face to hers. She concentrated on giving him as much pleasure as she could, even at the expense of her own, wishing it to be truly a gift. As slowly as her humble art would allow, she would bring him to an intense orgasm. Brushing her lips to his, she opened her mouth, inviting his tongue to explore her, hoping he could ravish her. Then, he gripped her buttocks in his strong musical fingers, clutching them tightly, and wound his tail around her torso. Thus he slid himself down between her thighs, kissing her breasts as he moved. He reached her abdomen, with a feathery touch of lips, and moved downward. Cavortia’s vagina was moist, but not yet thoroughly soaked with sweet fluids. He became aware of her delicious scent as his mouth approached the deep furrow and leapt suddenly upon the hood of her clitoris. The scent was intoxicating to him, bringing on a fiery feeling of deep lust. He plunged his tongue between the glistening folds and let it flick with quick strokes.


  “Oh no,” she laughed softly holding onto his hair and pulling him away. “This is my gift first.”


  “Stop me then,” he whispered, bringing his tail shooting up across her stomach to teasingly fondle her lower breasts and fly across them to caress her neck and flit past her ears.


  She slid back down, straddling over the top of him. “Take me,” she whispered savagely. “Plunge your blade deep inside me. Fill me.” She felt like a barbarian, and moved her hips, sliding his penis across her vagina and letting the scented lubricant spread across him. Dipping her hands into the dampness, she spread it along the root of his organ, kneading it into the contracted testicles. She sat up, still straddling him, and looked down at his face. His green eyes were wide and round, set above a straight nose with delicate nostrils that flared with each breath. He breathed heavily with parted lips. She curled her lips in a half-smile and purred deep in her throat, extending her tongue. “I want you inside me now.” She reached her hands to grasp the sceptre firmly, feeling its rugged stiffness, then wiggled over the tip of it until it rested at the gates. Smiling at him and lolling her head languidly to let her hair dangle across his chest, she sat down heavily on top of him so that his penis drove suddenly deep into her.


  Hien-Ssu gasped at the warmth that suffused him as she undulated over the top of him, whirling her head around barbarically; letting her hair swish lightly across his whole body, both pairs of breasts swaying freely. She arched her back, moving her hips more forcefully. Her vaginal muscles contracted rhythmically, and at each contraction a new wave of warmth rushed away from the end of his penis to spread across him. The feeling was delicious and he longed for it to continue, to press against her insides and let her burnish his flaming tool.


  Cavortia’s art was well executed. Neither too quickly nor too slowly she massaged his shaft with her inner muscles, but inevitably though she tried to draw his ecstasy to stupendous length, the beginning of an orgasm formed inside him, a seed of intense fury struggling to escape. Suddenly, Hien-Ssu’s turgid penis exploded in an intense spasm and he felt the semen shooting out in volcanic spurts. He assisted its flow by pushing and contracting while she continued to undulate, and clench her muscles, drawing him along into a second orgasm in the wake of the first until he was spent and exhausted, numbed by pleasure. She did not stop entirely, but continued with a slower rhythm, moving her hands down and spreading herself manually. His tail slithered up to wrap around her wrists and move as she moved. Then she rubbed herself slowly, whirling her finger around her bulging clitoris, pressing it down, pulling with the other hand until she reached her own release and toppled onto his chest with a groan that dissipated into a long purr. Slow, heavy contractions gradually subsided into blissful warmth.


  He put his arms and tail around her back and pulled her down in a strong embrace. “Thank you for the wonderful gift,” he said breathlessly. “You make me feel young again.”


  She laughed. “You never were old, Hien-Ssu.” She stroked his face. “You just need a woman more often.” She lay her face on his chest to feel the rapid beat of his heart.


  “You’re right I suppose,” he said, still embracing her. “Music isn’t everything.”


  “But it’s almost enough for you, isn’t it?”


  He chuckled and brushed strands of hair from her face. “Almost.”


  They lay for a while in the grass, stroking each other’s bodies and talking in whispers while they enjoyed the sunlight and the sound of bubbling water from the creek. A few clouds drifted lazily across the pink sky, but there was no breeze at all. At last, they put their clothes on again, and wandered back to the gazebo.


  Cavortia went to hear him play and engage in conversation often after that, but he insisted that their one afternoon of love was enough to last him for a long time. In all, their afternoons were a pleasant diversion for both of them. When they met thereafter, he delicately turned her toward other topics of conversation besides her art of love, acknowledging that she was a master, and that he felt he had received a gift more wonderful than any he could conjure up musically. He had always had difficulty with his anomalous sexuality, and her gift of enjoying him for his own uniqueness, unbothered by his tail, was wonderfully satisfying. But he could not allow himself to become too intimate, especially with her, knowing who she was, knowing her parents.


  She was curious about Hien-Ssu’s instrument, how and where it was built. He told her that he had brought the box with him from Thaumasia, when Ambiguo offered him a permanent position. Such instruments were manufactured only in an area called Ogygis Regio. She gathered that he and Ambiguo had some history together, and there was a hidden reason why he dwelt on Ambiguo’s estate, but he preferred not to discuss that topic, and never divulged the reason. He was most devoted to the Thaumasian compositions, but she learned a great deal from him even about Arcadian music and dance drama, subjects upon which he was also clearly an expert.


  


  * * *


  


  By the time the last of the Elysian fleet had made their way into port masquerading as merchant vessels, and the captains had all reported to Flaccido and Magnanimo, the Elysian captains had already compiled detailed dossiers on the most important government officials and had identified those who seemed likely to be involved in the conspiracy. Smarmio, the newly elected governor, was the highest ranking official, but there were several important members of the governing board, a few ministers, and a host of Memnonians in subservient positions, many of them even serving under native Venusian officials.


  Much of the knowledge that Flaccido gained was due to reconnaissance on Magnanimo’s part. Through merchant connections Magnanimo was able to quickly find a loosely organized underground of dissatisfied citizens, and through his various connections to tavern owners and restauranteurs, he found that there were several ships that had begun secretly supplying this underground with all manner of arms, in the hope of an eventual revolt. The arrival of the Elysian fleet had accelerated affairs tremendously. The underground leaders had been quietly organizing themselves for some time, since before the end of spring even, but had judged that the season was not yet ripe for insuring a bloodless transition of power back into legitimate hands. There was no question but that they viewed themselves as champions of Venusian freedom. They had been slow to act before the arrival of the Elysian forces because they feared that should the situation break into armed conflict too early, a bloody civil war could ensue. Under those conditions, they had decided, Memnonia could move against them with impunity. They greatly feared a Memnonian invasion, and wished to avoid such a conflict at all costs. They were not certain of the loyalty of their traditional allies, Acheron, Lycus, and Phlegethon, nor how much those allies knew about their current situation. Unfortunately for the underground forces, they had no strong connections to any of the other city governments. Official channels were cut off by the new government, and unofficial channels were notoriously unreliable. They hoped that their traditional allies suspected there was something amiss, however, since diplomatic relations had recently been severed with all three cities.


  Flaccido was becoming nervous about their situation. The more people who were contacted, the more who were apprised of their presence and drawn into the secret network, the less likely they were to succeed, for sooner or later a word would fall into the wrong ear, and their secrecy would instantly unravel. In the last few days it had become extremely difficult to keep the movements of over one thousand men, including the Elysian and Acheronian forces, quiet and unnoticed. He and Magnanimo kept their actual schedule and the large-scale movements of their own troops a secret known only to themselves, but they were surrounded by an ever-increasing number of native men who were not directly under their command and of whose veracity they knew only through other native contacts.


  In accordance with their plans, they prepared a number of messengers from among the citizenry who would sound the call to arms at their signal. All of the leaders whom they had contacted within the underground organization assured them of their ability to induce widespread pandemonium on short notice. Disorder, or even riots, they hoped, would keep most of the city guard busy and unable to come to the aid of the few guards remaining in the government palace during their attack. They all hoped it did not prove beyond their ability to strategically focus any pandemonium and draw their coup d’état to a successful conclusion without actually producing violent riots, or a vengeful attack upon the palace by mobs of citizens. These were distinct possibilities that their early plans had not quite taken into account. They could only hope to keep the situation under tenuous control and conclude it as rapidly as possible.


  The evening before the day Flaccido had appointed for their attempt to enter the palace by force, Magnanimo was sitting by himself at a table above the restaurant when a messenger arrived to see him.


  “There is a merchant captain, sir,” the messenger said bowing before Magnanimo, “who wishes to see you. He is well known to our leaders, but will not state his mission. Shall I send him away?”


  “No, please,” Magnanimo said motioning the man to stand, “show him in.” The messenger started away, when Magnanimo called him back. “What is the man’s name.”


  “Capriccio, sir,” the man said. Bowing, he left the room.


  A few moments later a tall, handsome seaman entered the room. He was wearing the garb of a typical merchant sailor, but for extra ruffles around his collar and cuffs. Not bowing, he said, “Well me, Elysian. Where is your trusted servant?” He grinned broadly and swept a deep theatrical bow, scraping the floor with his fingers.


  “My servant is elsewhere,” Magnanimo stated bluntly. “Why do you ask?”


  The sailor let out a deep laugh, then walking forward, plunged himself into a wooden chair before the table where Magnanimo sat. He kicked off his sandals. “Ah, it was irresistible. Please forgive me. I know well who you must be, though I’ve no idea how you came to be here.”


  “What do you know of me?” Magnanimo asked, irritated by the man’s audacious manner.


  “You were once on a ship that was beset by pirates just outside the Euxinian Narrows, were you not?” One side of his mouth rose in a smile.


  “Yes, but how do you know this?” asked Magnanimo, puzzled.


  “One of my men recognized you.” The sailor laughed.


  “Oh ho! You were there!” Magnanimo roared, leaping from his seat. “And since you’re no mate of mine, I take you for a pirate, sir, and a lawless rogue.” Magnanimo drew his sword in a singing flash and swept it toward the man’s chest. “On guard!”


  The sailor leapt backward from his chair, toppling it over as he stepped back. “Ha ha!” He laughed heartily, standing well away. “What a temper you have! Am I even wearing a sword?” He faced Magnanimo tensely over the table, then relaxed his stance, adjusting his cuffs. “Let’s remain civilized, shall we? We’re not a couple of Daedalian savages, are we? If you’ll let me tell you a tale first, Elysian, you can cut my throat when I’ve finished. If you still want to.” He held out his hands in a friendly gesture, with tilted head.


  Magnanimo stood silently for a moment, his blade clutched in front of him. He was panting. He clapped his mouth shut and continued breathing loudly through his nostrils. Being neither a barbarian nor an overly hot-blooded warrior himself, he sheathed his sword slowly.


  “Very well,” Magnanimo said, resuming his seat. He motioned to the sailor to be seated and consciously slowed his breathing.


  “Ah, civil of you. Really,” the sailor grinned again. He picked up his chair and pulled it up to the table. “If you’ve a mug of ale, mate, I’d be most appreciative.”


  Magnanimo scowled and called a man in. He grudgingly ordered up two mugs of light ale. As the man left to bring it, however, he changed the order. Glancing at the ruffled shirt of his dandified guest with clenched jaw, he ordered two mugs of their blackest bitter ale.


  “Hurry up with your tale, then.” Magnanimo leaned back in the chair, putting his sandaled feet up onto the table. The sailor peered at him and slowly did likewise, still smiling.


  “As I said,” the sailor began, “I know who you are from some of my men. It’s true, we boarded and plundered the ship you were on.” He opened his palms. “I freely admit it.”


  Magnanimo grunted and folded his arms. “I can still run you through, matey.”


  The sailor continued, “but you should know that its captain was a smuggler and in Memnonian pay. A brigand and a cheat. Need I continue?” He clenched his jaws and swallowed.


  Magnanimo had suspected this before. “I’ll confess, mate, that much is not a complete surprise. The news I’ve heard of these pirates in the lake leads me to believe that most every ship taken these days has some connection with the Memnonian conspiracy.”


  “Aye, that it does,” the sailor continued. He paused as the young man returned with two large mugs of ale. When the man left, he took a big swig and sat in silence for a moment, then gulped. “My name is Capriccio,” he stated.


  “So I have heard.” Magnanimo scratched at the stubble on his chin, thinking that he had still not visited a barber.


  “I’m a plain merchant seaman, though of late it’s become rather more convenient to think of myself as a white pirate. If you’ll pardon the expression.” He swigged his ale again. It was intensely bitter. “I’ve been trading across the Euxinus Lacus and up along the eastern Scandian coast for some years now. Most of my current crew are Amazonians. Strong men all, and a loyal bunch, if a bit feisty.”


  Magnanimo chuckled. “Is that a euphemism?”


  Capriccio smiled back, then returned to his narrative. “When I first began to hear from certain connections in Venus about the odd governmental doings, I started keeping an eye out. We began to watch certain ships that we had reason to believe were smugglers. It started as a lark, really. We watched them, but did nothing. Then one of my men said to me ‘cappun, if you’re thinkin’ they’re smugglers, just b’rd one an’ find out for y’self.’ So the next time I heard a rumor about a certain vessel, I had my ship hauled in close and we boarded it. We dumped the crew and hoisted the sails. Slit open the captain from bow to stern. Took her out of harbor at night under full sail.”


  “Are you a fool or simply insane?”


  Capriccio ignored his question. Taking down his feet, he shook his fist at Magnanimo. “But there she was, my friend, loaded below decks with all manner of priceless Arcadian antiquities. Not a scrap of identifying paper or a bill of lading to be found anywhere on board.” He slapped the tabletop.


  “I see,” Magnanimo said softly. “But what is your point?”


  “My point is that we’re on the same side, Elysian,” he said with a broad smile. “Now, I said I know who you are. You were on that very ship that night with Cavortia and your manservant. You fell overboard. After my man recognized you yesterday and I began asking a few questions, it soon came to light that you’re the Crown Prince of Elysium.” Magnanimo nodded, saying nothing. His curtain of security was beginning to unravel and he would have to act more quickly.


  Capriccio frowned and stared at Magnanimo, leaning one elbow on the table. “But I didn’t hear that tidbit first where I might have expected it though, in hindsight, Elysian.”


  “Where is that?”


  “From your friend Cavortia,” Capriccio answered calmly.


  “What do you know of Cavortia?” Magnanimo growled.


  Capriccio swigged his ale again. The bitterness lingered. He continued what he had been about to say, ignoring Magnanimo’s rude interruption. “I take that oversight on her part to mean that she didn’t know who you are.”


  “Where is she now?” Magnanimo persisted.


  “I don’t know that, I’m afraid. But I did know her rather well.” He stopped to stroke his beard annoyingly. “She sailed on my ship for some time after hers was lost. And you fell overboard in the taking of it.”


  “That’s true,” Magnanimo admitted. “But if I’d had my sword in my hand, I’ll wager a few necks would have been cloven.”


  “Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Capriccio continued, “which is precisely why we attacked at night. I heard it is a great deal easier.”


  Magnanimo also thought it rather stupid to take a ship out under full sail at night. “Where is the ship now, mate?”


  “A good many fathoms down.”


  Magnanimo leaned back. “And the cargo?”


  “Oh, we surely took all we could. Everything that we knew was not packed against the water we took and stowed safely. It’ll all be returned to the authorities. The remainder is still aboard her.”


  Magnanimo chuckled at this. “A good many fathoms down, eh?”


  “Aye. But it can be recovered.”


  “What of Cavortia, then?” Magnanimo inquired, raising his mug to his lips.


  Capriccio paused, smiling. “She’s a jewel, sir, that’s all I can say; and I was heartbroken to see her go. We put her off in Phlegethon as she required. Said she would search until she found you, or came by your body.” Capriccio thought it best to avoid discussion of her role aboard his ship. There was plenty of time for the Elysian to hear that tale from her own lips. She had always expressed high regard for this Elysian, and out of respect for her, he thought he should let the two of them exchange their own tales. Besides, he reminded himself, in coming to see Magnanimo his own position was none too safe. He had little hard evidence to convince him that the Elysian had come as a saviour, rather than as a trickster or spy to lead the Memnonian invasion. He was taking a risk, based on Cavortia’s information.


  “She came back to Venus, eventually,” Magnanimo said. “That much I’ve heard from my own man.” He paused to breathe and take another draught of ale, swishing the bitter liquid in his mouth. “Even now, she’s in a Venusian prison.”


  Capriccio had not heard that, and he was astonished. “You intend to release her, of course?” He rubbed his palm on his trousers.


  “That I do...Captain,” Magnanimo said. He put down his feet and set his mug upon the table. “Just as soon as I’ve captured the palace.”


  Capriccio leaned forward. “For that, you can count upon such men as I have to aid you. Though few, they’re stout, loyal men. They’ve nearly enough riches between them to retire at ease to a man, and when this is finished, perhaps they will. I’ve a bit of influence with them, and frankly sir, they’re wildly devoted to your beloved Cavortia. They’d drown themselves at a word from her. You’ve never seen the like.” He regretted his last comments as soon as the words spilled out and he did not offer an explanation. He was relieved when Magnanimo did not ask for any. Perhaps the Elysian was aware of her profession, he thought.


  “What is in this business for you, Capriccio?” Magnanimo asked.


  Capriccio pulled at his ruffled shirt. “I’m a loyal citizen,” he returned, as if offended. “I’m fond of this city and I have well placed friends. Is that not enough?”


  Magnanimo agreed that it could be. They continued their conversation, coming to trust each other more as they talked. They arranged that a messenger should be sent to Capriccio at his current lodgings when the call to arms was raised. Magnanimo expressed some doubt, however, that another fifty men would make any difference.


  Capriccio downed the last of his ale, thinking that its bitterness never ceased. “It’s not my place to interfere in another man’s love life, my friend, but assuming you know her as well as I’m led to believe, you could have told her who you really are. It’s a shame, really.”


  Magnanimo frowned at this piece of advice. He did not feel he needed a stranger to tell him this about his relationship with Cavortia. He had thought to reveal his identity to her any number of times, but the right moment never arose. “Perhaps you’re right, Captain. And maybe I should have long before this,” he said meekly, looking up to catch Capriccio’s eyes. “But you’ve no idea how troublesome it is to have a comfortable relationship with a lady once she’s aware of your nobility. But I swear that when I see her again, I’ll properly introduce myself.”


  “You can do only that,” Capriccio said, with a wave of his hand. “She loves you, Elysian, with a fervor that is truly impressive. I’ve no doubt she’ll stick by you no matter who you are.” Capriccio stood up, preparing to leave. He turned a mischievous smile on Magnanimo. “But don’t be so sure, my friend, that every man you meet doesn’t know what trouble a title can be in dealings with a lady.” He bowed once, and strode toward the door.


  Pausing, Capriccio turned around toward Magnanimo again. “Give her my heartfelt regards, Prince. Ah, you’re a lucky knave. She’s a jewel that I’ll never forget, and I’d never hope to meet her like.” He smiled wistfully and touched his forehead. So doing, he launched himself through the door and bounded heavily down the stairs.


  From the bottom of the stairs Capriccio called up again. “And one last thing, Elysian.” There was a pause.


  “Yes?” Magnanimo yelled.


  “Next time, order a lighter ale...”


  Magnanimo sat alone in the room and sipped the last of his ale, lost in thought. He pictured Cavortia’s laughing face with her upswept brow and golden eyes, and the curve of her magnificent breasts. Her hips. Her scent. He wondered what sort of relationship she had with this dashing captain. It was obvious, of course, that the man had bedded her. He had probably done so more than once if she really sailed with him for any length of time, and she appeared to have made quite an impression on him. Magnanimo smiled to himself: she was forever leaving indelible impressions on every man she met, whether she slept with him or not. It was not his prerogative to be jealous though, or pester her for details of any affair she cared to undertake, but curiosity did burn brightly in his heart to find out. In only another day or two, he mused as he let visions of her joyous face dance through his imagination, he would embrace her once more. He would run his masculine sceptres deep between her thighs and let her ride him all night. But that would have to wait, as there was business to finish first. Gently, he turned his mind away from lustful thoughts, vowing to himself that once she had been returned to him, he would never leave her side again. Without first subduing the governor’s palace and bringing the city guard to heel, there was no hope of releasing her from prison. Nor was there a reason, other than his personal haste, to release her immediately; she would be far safer there, for the time being, than by his side. With rising anger, he hoped, for the sake of her guards, that she had been treated well. He would personally cut the heart out of any guard who had dared to torment her. Maybe he would even cut out a few hearts anyway, just for putting her into a foul cell.


  With these angry thoughts mingling with happy visions of the reunion he imagined with her, he recalled Bubo. He would have to be sure that Bubo was captured in his snare as well. Wretched old Bubo. Capturing Bubo would perhaps require that he pull the snare closed around him at the same time the palace was captured. Any delay might mean the man could escape. There would no doubt be a number of conspirators, people of more importance among them, who could escape quickly once word spread through the streets; but he had a special interest in seeing Bubo brought down. That fat Memnonian beast was the cause of the whole affair, he thought.


  The only difficulty he perceived lay in the fact that Cavortia had murdered the man’s wife. Magnanimo had almost forgotten about that aspect. He supposed, however, that after the palace were captured and a proper popular government restored, he could ask at least one boon, and secure her pardon, if necessary, in that manner. As he got up from the table and prepared to bed down for the night, he reminded himself that first he had to bring down the conspiracy. Then he could deal with the rest.


  Magnanimo had put away quite a few mugs of ale throughout the evening, and as he lay down on some pillows, he thought he might go out and try to rustle up a prostitute. There were probably a few pretty harlots hanging around even at this time of night. Maybe he could find a suitable whore with nice round hips and fleshy nipples. It would certainly feel good to ram his penises into the soft sheath of her vagina; or maybe he would take her from behind and dig his fingers into her voluptuous round buttocks; or even hold her up against a wall and pump her full of semen until she was limp.


  He sat on the pillows for a few moments mulling over these fantasies of slamming his pelvis into the nice, warm pocket of his chosen harlot, or letting his semen splash across her belly. His tender side soon prevailed, though. He realized that he was angry and frustrated, but he really did not want to inflict such a mood on an unsuspecting prostitute, even though she would be eager enough to accept his payment. He had not felt the urge to seek out a prostitute for years, and he was disturbed by his own thoughts. Instead of going out, he tried to masturbate half-heartedly, but found he was not in the proper mood. He lay down with a heavy sigh, and brought up a vision of Cavortia’s laughing face. Thinking about her brought on the beginnings of an erection in his center penis, so he massaged it roughly into full tumescence with both hands, leaving the other two flaccid. It had been many days, but not an excessively long time, since his last copulation. He forced Cavortia from his mind, groping for other thoughts until he recalled the sweet face and beautiful milky breasts of Syringina, the dancer of Acheron. He envisioned again her warm milk running down his arms while she sat mounted atop him. Clenching his muscles tightly, he forced himself to a quick ejaculation and curled up on his side. It was quite an unsatisfactory release, but he found that after the sudden effort he was extremely tired, and soon fell asleep to dream of Cavortia.


  


  * * *


  


  Shortly after first light on the appointed day, Flaccido and Magnanimo donned their military jerkins and girded on their swords. They downed bread with their senior officers at the restaurant they had made their headquarters and meeting place, then set off toward the palace. As soon as they entered the street, they dispatched the first of their messengers. Within moments, the first group of their waiting troops were informed, and the entire Elysian contingent was soon on the move, creeping across the city and drawing their net closed. They did not meet in a single group anywhere along the myriad routes they had planned out. As each small contingent of men was informed by messenger, they set off alone. By the time Flaccido and Magnanimo reached the palace gates, with only a few men about them, the palace had been completely encircled by the rest of their small army. Hidden in the shadows and alleyways which opened onto the thoroughfare that ran around the full circumference of the palace, they sat waiting.


  With Flaccido and Magnanimo in the lead of a mere fifty men, their jerkins flapping and their swords at their sides, strode boldly up to the gates. As they stepped up to call the guards at the gate, they were greeted by a single surly guard who approached from the guardhouse just inside the massive iron gates.


  “State your business,” the guard said gruffly. Seeing the group of men he unsheathed his sword. He stood, legs apart, with one hand wrapped on the hilt of his sword, and the other cradling its outstretched blade.


  Flaccido stepped forward to speak. “We are an official delegation dispatched on behalf of the King of Elysium. We would speak to the governor.”


  “Elysium?” asked the guard, taking a step forward.


  “Aye,” Flaccido shot back, putting his hand to the hilt of his sword. “We will speak with the governor, and no other.”


  The guard at the gate put a hand to his mouth and chuckled. Sheathing his sword, he said merrily, “If I’d known you were coming, gents, I’d have thrown open the gates before you.” So saying, he pulled aside the great iron bar that held the gates shut. Magnanimo stepped forward, and together, they pulled the gates outward until they stood fully open.


  Wasting no time, the fifty men behind them surged through the gates and up the palace steps. The guard who had let them pass grabbed Flaccido’s arm as he walked past, and pulled him aside. “Most of the guard are loyal Venusians,” he said earnestly. “Instruct your men to not raise a hand against them before stating your business. If you do that, I’ll assure you that nine men in ten will fall into ranks behind you.”


  “I hope that’s the case soldier,” Flaccido answered. “I’ll tell my men.”


  The guard immediately called two other guards who had waited behind in the guardhouse, and they set off in opposite directions to have the other two gates opened forthwith. Flaccido was aghast at their good fortune. Perhaps they could reach their objective bloodlessly after all.


  Within moments, the entire Elysian contingent of five hundred men, with the stalwart Acheronian allies at their sides and a horde of men belonging to the underground movement, were swarming over the ground floor of the palace like a rampant plague. The alarm had been raised by some Memnonian loyalist on the inside by that time and people were fleeing from the upper levels. Most of them, men and women alike, were naked or half naked, being awakened from their beds and having not the leisure to change into clothing. Nearly all were apprehended as they reached the bottoms of four main stairwells that all poured into the great hall on the ground floor.


  As these fleeing denizens, stricken with panic, were rounded up by the soldiers, they were tied quickly together with thin ropes in long lines, not so much to keep them from escaping by encumbering them physically as to intimidate them into submission. There were soon several score of naked bodies roped together and crowded into one corner of the great hall.


  The Elysian soldiers became like a raging conflagration sweeping through the palace. Since all the lower exits were covered by tens of men, they began at the top and combed each floor in one uninterrupted sweep. They found only a few stragglers on the upper levels, hiding themselves in closets or under beds. These were mostly half naked prostitutes shaking in fear, or diplomats and ministerial employees. The guards gently herded them all into the great hall and bound them together. At that point, Magnanimo recalled that he must catch Bubo, so he sent ten men off to the man’s house, hoping to secure his capture before he had a chance to escape. He hoped that it was not already too late.


  The officers in charge soon reported that the upper floors had been entirely cleared so that not a soul remained above. The exits were all guarded by Elysian soldiers, and several men had been left on each floor. All told, only seven people had been killed when they drew weapons to resist the attackers. Five of the victims were Memnonian.


  Flaccido made all of the captives sit on the floor in lines. The soldiers had separated those who were obviously Arcadian locals into one group, Thaumasians and other obvious foreigners into another group. This left them with a cowering group of fewer than a dozen Memnonians who were moved away. He had clothing brought to cover all of the captives who were completely naked, at least to put them at their ease. Then he spoke to the Arcadian and foreign groups sternly, telling them that none of them would be hurt if they cooperated with his soldiers.


  Flaccido turned his attention to the group of Memnonians. “Which of you is Smarmio?” he bellowed at them. He strutted before them with his sword drawn. They only cowered more fearfully and none spoke. He continued, pointing with his blade at one Memnonian female. “Each of you state your names and occupations for the record.” An officer was standing by to write each of their names on a sheet of paper. When the roll call was completed, they found that they had apprehended most of the highly ranked Memnonian officials save three. Smarmio himself, however, seemed to have escaped. Or perhaps one of them was lying to him.


  “All right,” Flaccido said with a wicked grin as he ran the back of his blade across his hand. “I’ll hack off your slithering tentacles one by one until I find out where Smarmio is.” He gestured to two soldiers to drag one scrawny female Memnonian forward. She had been naked, and was covered in a long piece of cloth that might have been a drapery or a coverlet. The two soldiers ripped it from her grasp. She began wailing and writhing on the floor as they held down her red, naked body and stretched out her tentacles upon the floor beside her. The cilia at the tip of each tentacle twitched.


  “No, wait!” yelled one of the other Memnonians, a male. “Spare my wife, please.” The two guards relaxed, but did not release her tentacles. She had covered her face with her hands, sobbing and trembling.


  “Speak quickly, Memnonian slime, or I’ll have her tentacles off with one swing of this blade.”


  “Smarmio was not here last night. He left early in the evening,” the man said. “Took his wife and mistress with him saying he would be attending a party and would return today.”


  “Tell the truth, man, where is Smarmio?”


  “Please!” the man screamed. “I’m telling the truth. He’s gone. Don’t kill my wife, please!” He dropped to his knees, and lay his forehead upon the floor with his hands outstretched before him. “Please do not kill my wife.”


  Flaccido motioned to the guards to let the woman loose. She immediately wrapped both tentacles tightly around her body and buried her head in her lap. Utterly terrified, she sat in a heap on the floor pouring out tears.


  “Where?” Flaccido demanded of her husband, laying the point of his blade against the fellow’s throat.


  “He didn’t say.”


  Flaccido continued to prod him, drawing a thin line of blood from his neck, but the coward continued to wail piteously that he did not know. The rest of the Memnonians agreed. Several others from the Arcadian and foreign groups were brought forward, and similarly subjected to the touch of Elysian blades upon their necks, but no further information was forthcoming.


  Flaccido and Magnanimo withdrew and quietly conversed in a corner. They soon agreed that these people probably did not actually know. Perhaps Smarmio had some advance warning of their plan and had slipped out of the trap. By that time over a hundred of the city guard had joined them in the great hall, so they dispatched twenty or so of them to the major guard stations throughout the city in search of the governor.


  News of an armed attack against the palace had spread like a summer brush fire throughout the city. Outside the gates they could hear the voices of a crowd raised in chanting and were about to send a man to find out what they were saying. At that moment, Capriccio strode up to Magnanimo, and raised his hand in greeting.


  “I see you have the situation well in hand, Prince,” he stated.


  “We do,” Magnanimo replied with a smile. “In fact, the palace seems to have fallen with almost no bloodshed.”


  “Thanks, apparently, to the efficiency of Elysian soldiery,” Capriccio said with a deep bow. “We’re much indebted.”


  One of the soldiers that Magnanimo had dispatched to Bubo’s house returned at that time, reporting that Bubo had been captured, still in bed with all three of his loathsome mistresses. Several of his guards were unfortunately killed in the raid upon his house, but most surrendered immediately to the Elysian soldiery.


  Magnanimo left Flaccido and Capriccio to finish dragging the prisoners off to a place where they could be held more securely until they were thoroughly interrogated. He took a group of five soldiers and his trusted servant Drydock along to deal with Bubo. A contingent of city guards was also dispatched to roust out the remaining senior government officials and a number of judges belonging to the high court. They hoped to deal swiftly with arraignment, and gather a coherent picture of the conspiracy’s extent and depth by interviewing prisoners as quickly as they could manage it.


  Capriccio, with two of his senior officers in attendance, left the great hall in charge of Flaccido to speak to the crowds gathered at the gates. The crowd, far from being sympathizers of the government, was a ragtag group of loyal citizens who had come to lend their aid to what they perceived as a coup d’état. They carried all manner of makeshift weapons, including pitchforks and cudgels. Some brandished walking sticks, and a few had drawn swords. Some even wore kitchen pots as helmets, presenting a comical spectacle. Capriccio, a charismatic speaker when he had a good crowd to play with, was soon able to put them at their ease. They calmed down considerably, and he led them in a great cheer to honor their Elysian and Acheronian saviours. They did not, however, disperse but took seats exactly where they were. Several impromptu citizen leaders, thrust forward from the crowd, demanded immediate judicial proceedings, and they indicated that the crowd was prepared to wait until a satisfactory court of law were convened on the spot.


  Magnanimo and his men commandeered a passenger boat to take them as near as possible to Bubo’s house. Reaching it, they were greeted by several guards at the door. Bubo and his three mistresses, stripped to their skins, sat in the entry hall. The servants of the household were roped together separately in another parlor to one side of the entry hall.


  Magnanimo thus observed Bubo and his mistresses immediately upon entering the front door. Two of the women were Arcadians; the third was a diminutive Thaumasian with wide eyes; her nipples were heavily smeared with kohl, her eyelids with white powder. The Arcadian women were heavily built by Arcadian standards, being extraordinarily plump and having enormous pendulous breasts with long, downturned nipples that were also smeared with kohl. Apparently, Bubo liked his women made up and gaudy. Magnanimo thought they were just the type of painted whore that would appeal to such a miscreant. The Thaumasian woman was something of a contrast to the others, being quite thin. She had a dark, attractive face that appeared unblemished. Her white eyelid powder was smeared around her eyes and running down her cheeks. The deep green skin of her arms and shoulders was broken and welted, with a few open sores indicating that she had been recently beaten severely. Magnanimo went immediately to her side, and moved her gently to look at her back. As he could have predicted by seeing her arms, her back was a mass of scars and open wounds with not a few blackened blisters showing that she had been scorched with hot irons. The sight made Magnanimo shiver. Looking down at her lower back, he saw that her tail had been removed at the root, but the small, round scar did not look new. She had both feet chained together, and there were raw orange marks where the iron cuffs chafed her ankles. The chains were not supplied by the soldiers, he realized, she must have been already in chains when they arrived.


  “You’re Bubo,” Magnanimo said angrily, pointing his sword at the Memnonian’s chest.


  Bubo drew back as far as he could, and said meekly, “Yes.” Drawing a bit of courage, he spat, then shouted. “Who are you, Elysian, to come breaking into a man’s house at dawn and rousting him and his entire household? We have laws here, and I’ll see you tossed into a dungeon for this outrage.” His long, forked beard bobbed up and down when he talked.


  Magnanimo shook his head sadly, then nicked Bubo’s cheek with a deft flick of his blade. “Fear not, Bubo; I’m the government now. At least until we can put a rightful governor back in the palace. Your Memnonian cohorts are all in chains.” Bubo had no answer to these statements.


  Magnanimo pointed his sword again at Bubo’s chest with rising hatred. “Did you beat this woman?” He indicated the Thaumasian woman, who was huddled to one side, cringing.


  “No, of course not!” Bubo lied vehemently, waving his tentacles around in the air. “I only just met her; she sought refuge in my household. As you can see, she has been wounded.”


  The Thaumasian woman struggled to stand. “Liar!” she screamed hysterically. “They tear out your intestine in the street, I hope!” She had a thick Thaumasian accent and her voice was a shrill whistle. “Amphibaenas your rotting corpse will chew it!” She stamped her foot and burst into tears, holding her hands over her face, then she tore at her hair and collapsed to the ground.


  Magnanimo turned to one of the guards. “Soldier, bring a doctor immediately. Tend to this woman.” He nodded toward the Thaumasian woman. He then had another guard untie her and escort her to another room to be more comfortable.


  “Bring someone to remove her chains as well,” he called after the guard. “Even if you have to cut them off, I want them removed.” The man nodded and dashed off down the hallway.


  Magnanimo whirled around to the two Arcadian women, who sat silently. They had moved as far away from Bubo as their bonds would allow. Neither had spoken and both appeared terrified. Magnanimo thrust his sword toward one of these women, and lifted one of her dangling, flabby breasts with the tip of the blade.


  “Nice breasts,” he said in a calm voice without humor.


  “Thank you,” she answered in a low whisper, missing his sarcasm.


  “Do you want to keep them?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He raised his voice. “Did he beat the Thaumasian woman?” he yelled, snarling at her.


  The two Arcadian women chimed in sweet unison, “Yes.”


  Bubo whipped his tentacles out toward the two of them yelling, “you lying sluts! Who has kept you in comfort here? You’d lie to this interloper to save your foul skins!” He managed to grasp both of them simultaneously with his tentacles, squeezing his cilia around their upper arms, but they were too far away for him to get a firmer grip.


  “Yaah!” With a double flick of his blade, Magnanimo lopped off both of Bubo’s tentacles at their roots. They snapped away into curled heaps and lay twitching on the floor like a pair of angry serpents. Bubo screamed in horror as deep orange blood spurted from the stumps on his torso and he tried desperately to stop the blood. His heart beat quickened, and blood pumped out more quickly between his fingers.


  Magnanimo stood breathing heavily. He was gripped by a tremendous rage with his heart pounding. He tried to relax and breathe slowly, but was unable to calm himself. “Bandage this animal,” he whispered without taking his eyes from Bubo.


  A guard darted forward to care for Bubo’s wounds, winding a long strip of heavy cloth around his chest and knotting it securely. Magnanimo did not want his villain to bleed to death before justice could be served. The man had at least a tentacle-severing coming to him, after the torture he appeared to have inflicted on the Thaumasian woman. Magnanimo would have wagered that the man derived some insane form of sexual pleasure from her mutilation. He had half a mind to lop off the man’s head, but restrained himself. His shoulders were stiff with anger. He relaxed them slowly, rotating his neck to release the tension. He let his sword hang limply with its point resting on the floor. A small puddle of blood formed around it.


  Another guard came into the entry hall, escorting an old man who stooped. Magnanimo recognized him as a Daedalian immediately. It was hard to mistake one even at a glance.


  “This man would have a word with you,” said the guard. Magnanimo sheathed his blade, forgetting that its point was dripping with blood. The man looked to be of a rather advanced age; his nasal flaps were translucent and had the desiccated look associated with great age among his people.


  “Pray, let him speak.”


  The old man fell upon both knees and poured out his tale. He had personal reasons to despise his master Bubo, and claimed that he witnessed the death of Bubo’s wife. This was news to Magnanimo, who knew from Cavortia that she had killed the woman. This Daedalian, however, told a different story.


  “Kotzia was alive after the Argyran woman fled,” he said. “I happened to be near the women’s lounge, and knowing there was a commotion inside. All the staff knew there had been a murder by then, the way the young servant rushed around screaming. I stood near the doorway and watched master Bubo and his chief bodyguard move the woman Kotzia onto the floor. She was not bleeding, sir. No blood at all.”


  “What happened then, old man,” inquired Magnanimo softly.


  “Well, sir,” the man stammered on, “he and master Bubo exchanged words that I couldn’t hear. Then Bubo stood up and said ‘cut her throat’. Those were his exact words.”


  Magnanimo looked across at Bubo, who was still too stunned by the loss of his tentacles to have recovered. He sat shivering and staring blankly ahead, still rubbing his hands against the bandage.


  “Bubo told the guard to cut her throat?”


  “Yes, sir,” the man answered.


  “Then she wasn’t dead?”


  The Daedalian shook his head. “I don’t believe so, sir.”


  “Where is that guard now?” Magnanimo inquired.


  “In the other room, sir.”


  Magnanimo told the old man to get up, and show him which guard had killed Bubo’s wife. Going into the parlor, the old man pointed at one large man with a heavy beard and said, “Him.”


  Magnanimo interviewed the guard briefly. The man admitted that he was a paid bodyguard. It was his duty to deal with dangers to Bubo’s person.


  “You’re a professional cutthroat,” Magnanimo stated.


  “I wouldn’t put it that way, sir,” the man answered indignantly. He did admit that the work paid better than some other positions, and he did not mind much hurting a few people now and then.


  “So you killed anyone he asked you to kill?” inquired Magnanimo.


  “Well, in all honesty I did on occasion.”


  “And you also dispatched Bubo’s wife, at his request?”


  “That I did.”


  Magnanimo called the man a fool, but promised him that he would be let go if he cooperated in every way with the guards. The man nodded.


  “And if I were you, I would leave Venus by the quickest possible route,” Magnanimo added.


  “That I will sir.”


  Magnanimo turned to the old Daedalian man. “What of the gambling debt incurred by the woman Cavortia?”


  “A lie, sir,” the man said without hesitation. “Bubo had invited the Argyran, that is the woman Cavortia, to sleep with him. I approached her on his behalf myself. When she refused, he invited her to gamble. He drugged them both and invented a lie to get her into bed.”


  “What then?”


  “Why then, he had his way with her I suppose. Her friend was released.”


  Returning to the entry hall, Magnanimo walked straight toward Bubo and drew his sword. He held it at his side with utter calm, breathing slowly.


  “Bubo,” he said, looking down at the man. He was disgustingly fat with lumpy red flesh. Bubo looked up at him viciously and snarled, baring his long teeth.


  “You invented a ruse to get Cavortia into bed,” Magnanimo said flatly. A tumultuous anger arose within him and he clenched both hands, standing perfectly still. The thought of this hideous monster prodding Cavortia’s body infuriated him.


  Bubo laughed insanely, then spat toward Magnanimo. “She’s a great slut, Elysian.” His mind having apparently broken, he shook with laughter. “She loves to get it any time. Hump, hump!” He cackled and tossed his head to and fro. “Hump hump!”


  Magnanimo silently pondered for a moment, breathing deeply in an attempt to control himself. The heat of his anger burned and his face flushed. He recalled that all the actions of his soldiers had thus far resulted in minimal bloodshed. He reasoned that a few casualties were inevitable in such a conflict. They could not have accomplished it without fatalities. He could afford to gamble with one incident. He could afford to kill this man, and nobody would question his motive or authority. Reaching a decision, he addressed Bubo calmly. “You will now become a casualty of war.”


  Using only one hand, Magnanimo dragged the heavy sword over his shoulder in a great arc with his arm extended to its full length. The blade whined through the air with a silver flash, and as it came above his head, he grabbed the hilt firmly with the other hand, paused for an instant, and brought it directly down upon the center of Bubo’s skull with the force of his full weight behind it. There was a resounding, fleshy cracking sound.


  When Magnanimo’s stroke was completed there was momentary silence in the hall and everyone who had been watching turned away quickly. Magnanimo was crouched on the floor, his blade held straight out in front of him. He held the sword with shaking arms, his hands locked upon the hilt. Bubo had been cloven nearly in two from the top of his bulbous Memnonian skull to his fat pelvis. The two halves of the flabby upper body fell slowly away with a prolonged sucking sound to fall with two muffled thuds onto the stone floor. Blood pooled instantly around the raw carcass, spreading quickly toward the two Arcadian women who screamed in revulsion. Bubo’s spine had been severed jaggedly through the middle. Ribs stuck out at varied angles from the piles of bloody meat and viscera. Feces rolled thickly out of the severed mass of intestines onto the floor, mixing with other fluids that oozed out of other pulpy organs.


  Still roped to Bubo’s dead limbs, the two women vomited simultaneously into their cupped hands and turned away shuddering. The sounds of several other people retching and vomiting reached Magnanimo’s ears. He stood up and walked to the carcass. There was an intense stench in the air. Pulling a long dagger from his belt, he cut the bonds linking it to the Arcadian women. They scooted away into a corner, dragging blood across the floor. It was all Magnanimo could do to keep from vomiting himself. He swallowed a mouthful of bile. This was the first time he had ever actually killed anyone, but he believed it would not do for him to get sick at that moment. Holding the dagger in his shaking hand, he knelt between Bubo’s twitching legs. Then he slashed out once with a hard, twisting motion, removing the penis and testicles as a single piece of flesh. Holding them aloft, he shouted, “Cavortia’s revenge!” Blood dripped from the dangling organs and spattered across the floor.


  Magnanimo lowered the hand that clutched his trophy and ordered a leather bag to be brought. When it was produced by a guard who held his hand firmly over his mouth, Magnanimo put in the gory trophy and tied the bag closed, then secured it to his belt. He picked up his sword. Someone else produced a rag upon which he wiped the blades of his sword and dagger. He sheathed them both, then turned around and walked out the hinged front door, slamming it behind him. Before he had reached the bottom of the steps however, he vomited violently as his body shook, and he let himself fall down upon the bottom step to recover.


  With the governor’s palace secured and Bubo out of the way, nothing should have stood in the way of Magnanimo’s long awaited rescue of Cavortia from her cruel imprisonment. He realized as he sat upon the steps, however, that he could not simply walk away from the scene, leaving others to pick up after him. He owed them all an effort, at least, to clean up the mess.


  He sat and stared into the street, recovering his breath. The nauseating feeling slowly subsided and his hands ceased to shake. After he felt that he had sufficiently recovered himself, he went up the steps and back into Bubo’s house. He requested that the entire household be released, with no charges against anyone, saying that none of them had done anything significant to warrant being held further. He called for a soldier to bring around an undertaker to haul away the corpse as a ‘battle fatality’. None of the onlookers questioned Magnanimo or hesitated in any way to follow his orders. The guard nodded silently and left.


  Magnanimo privately judged that the scene he had played out was punishment enough—or reward, he reminded himself—for any of Bubo’s cronies. He also supposed that the execution of Bubo was sufficient deterrent for his former mistresses. They both assured him most vehemently that they would not soon be taking up with an insane, sadistic criminal like Bubo. He said that he hoped they fared well in the future, then told them to take their belongings and leave with whatever of Bubo’s property they cared to haul away after seeing that the Thaumasian woman was given the first choice of anything at all she desired to take for herself. They quietly acknowledged his orders.


  Magnanimo then stepped into the other room to see how the Thaumasian woman was doing. Her wounds had been dressed and her chains removed, but she was very weak. Someone had supplied a dark gray skirt for her, and a light shawl covered her shoulders and breasts, leaving her back bare but for bandages that had been wound around her to cover the open wounds. Sadly, he knew that her body would be badly scarred. The woman might never be able to earn a living at prostitution again, and he hoped she could find other means easily enough. He told her to take whatever she desired from the house; anything that took her fancy was hers. She clutched at Magnanimo’s trousers, thanking him profusely for saving her life; and for ridding the city of Bubo. Then she scolded him like a child for not allowing her to witness the execution of her tormentor. She insisted upon seeing the corpse for herself.


  “You, show me,” she commanded in her thick accent. Looking at him expectantly with blinking eyes, she tried a pleading tone. “Yes? Show me now?”


  As the undertaker had not yet arrived, Magnanimo carried her into the entry hall in his arms and set her down on her feet. She spit upon the corpse, and kicked the legs a few times, calling Bubo names and taunting his corpse to get up. Then she surprised Magnanimo by walking toward the corpse and straddling over the torso, turning toward him as she did. Bending her legs, she lifted her skirt with both hands and began to urinate on the unsightly carcass, flashing a sickly wide grin in Magnanimo’s direction while her urine sprayed across it. He suspected that she, too, had some streak of perversion that he would prefer not to know about. Finished with her desecration, she dropped the hem of her skirt and knelt before Magnanimo, saying that she felt most satisfactorily revenged for Bubo’s cruel treatment. She bent reverently to kiss his sandaled feet.


  After resting and washing himself, more to cleanse his thoughts than his hands, Magnanimo left a few city guards to oversee the removal of Bubo’s carcass and otherwise set the household in order. With a light heart and the rest of his men behind him, he marched off toward the prison to save Cavortia from her false incarceration.


  


  * * *


  


  Magnanimo and his entourage bounded from the passenger boat and trotted briskly through the narrow streets toward the prison. The neighborhood was desolate and dilapidated. Empty buildings lined the dust covered cobblestones, and piles of refuse tumbled from every alcove and entrance. Magnanimo thought that it was probably the worst neighborhood he had ever seen in the city.


  When he arrived at the iron gates, surrounded on either side by high stone walls topped with guard towers and pointed iron stakes, he had no trouble being let into the prison to see the warden. The conversation he anticipated, however, did not go as expected. He had rehearsed the scene to himself on the way, and had every hope that a brief conversation in his most persuasive manner would result in Cavortia’s release.


  He and the warden exchanged greetings in the latter’s spacious office overlooking the main courtyard. The raucous voices of male prisoners milling about in the yard drifted through the opened windows, providing a steady backdrop of noise. News of what the warden delicately termed ‘sudden changes for the better’ at the governmental palace had of course reached the prison. When the preliminary small-talk was completed, the warden called for tea. Magnanimo shared a cup with him, seated before a large wooden desk, devoid of any papers or other clutter.


  The warden then lost no further time, but asked Magnanimo’s business. “Let’s come right to the point,” he said, looking haughtily across the desk. He drew his fingers across the desk, tracing out circles. “You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t looking either to see a prisoner or to bring me a new one. Since I doubt the latter, whom do you wish to see?” He peered intently over his long nose and sniffed.


  “There’s a young woman wrongly imprisoned here,” Magnanimo answered. “Her name is Cavortia of Venus.”


  “Cavortia?” The warden laughed dryly with no amusement in his tone. “You’re far too late, sir. The woman escaped quite some time ago. We never did figure out how she managed it.”


  Magnanimo heart skipped and he felt a hot flush in his cheeks. “Escaped?” he asked. “When did this happen?”


  “Oh, quite some time ago,” the warden replied, driving his lips downward into a deep frown. “Days ago. There hasn’t been an escape from here for many years. But this summer alone we’ve had two escapes. We never did figure out how they happened.”


  “Two escapes?” Magnanimo sat up in the uncomfortable wooden chair. The warden’s gaze made him feel as if he were being interrogated.


  “Yes,” the warden continued, sipping his tea. “The other was a woman named Vanilla.” He set the cup down with a precise motion squarely in front of himself.


  Magnanimo could hardly believe the news. It was so unexpected that he was not at all sure of an appropriate reaction. The thought made him uncomfortable, and he lost track of the persuasive arguments he had been planning. To have come through the ordeals he had endured and find them both escaped was beyond his expectations. He chided himself for having been so intent upon Cavortia’s rescue that he had nearly forgotten Vanilla was in the same predicament. He felt flatly ashamed, and chewed his lip in silence for a moment. At least they were most likely safe, but he had no immediate idea where to begin looking for them. Were he less worried about Cavortia, the situation might have afforded some amusement. The stuffy warden was probably most put out by the occurrences.


  “May I interview the guards?” Magnanimo asked suddenly. “Perhaps they know something of importance.”


  The warden set down the cup he had been in the act of picking up again. “I’m afraid not, actually. Not that I wish to be impolite, you understand. It’s a matter of policy.” He cleared his throat and both hands twitched in front of him, almost in the manner of a shrug. He sniffed again.


  “But I must find them,” Magnanimo insisted.


  The warden adjusted himself in his seat. “I’m certain that you’re as anxious to find them as I,” he said, forcing a faint smile that as quickly disappeared. He ran his finger over the rim of the teacup, then sipped again. “But, unfortunately, without authorization, I cannot subject my guards to your scrutiny. I’m sure you understand the difficulty. It’s a matter of judicial policy.”


  “I understand,” Magnanimo said, slowly picking up his teacup with both hands. “But these women are entirely innocent.” He sipped, then held the cup between his palms, turning it around.


  The warden wrinkled his nose as if he were about to sneeze, then sniffed again. “You have proof of that claim, I assume, or I’m sure you would not have sauntered in here to request their release.” He rubbed the end of his nose. “But, that does not alter my situation, I’m afraid.” Bending his head, he thought silently for a moment, fingering his teacup. His jaw hardened and he looked up. “You bring me a court authorization for their release, and I’ll let you interview the guards.” He tactfully omitted mentioning to his unwelcome guest that, had he and his fleet a mind for conflict, he could have secured the interviews he sought by force, as the Elysian soldiery, by all reports, more than ten times outnumbered the entire contingent of prison guards. The warden pondered what an amusing contest it might have made. The only difficulty would be that his own guards would almost certainly lose.


  There was little Magnanimo could do legitimately and he saw no purpose in ostracizing the prison official. “I suppose that is a fair enough proposal,” he answered. It did not satisfy him entirely, since he would be required to waste a great deal of time in securing a court order, considering the disarrayed state of the government, but it seemed the wisest course.


  Magnanimo went on to explain persuasively that Cavortia had been cleared by eyewitnesses. He was certain that at least the Daedalian servant would gladly sign an affidavit to that effect. Other servants in Bubo’s house had heard the bodyguard confess to killing Kotzia, and no doubt they could be persuaded as well to attest to that fact. The warden acknowledged that he was sure Magnanimo spoke the truth. He frankly admitted that Vanilla was being held merely as an accomplice, and should Cavortia’s innocence be proven with an authorization from the governor’s palace, he would have no difficulties in speeding through the paperwork that would lead to their release. With a crooked smile he added that it was a bit behind the facts, however. Magnanimo decided that the warden probably had no more love of bureaucracy than he had.


  Bidding a cordial good day to the warden, Magnanimo thanked him for the excellent tea and left. The few soldiers who had accompanied him inside the prison followed him down through the main hallway into the front courtyard where they were let out through the gates to rejoin the rest of the Elysian men.


  After eating a light meal and returning to the governor’s palace, he spent the rest of the day talking with the city guards and various minor officials who had been released. It took until early evening to ascertain an appropriate procedure for obtaining a prisoner’s pardon. This was not made any easier by the fact that there was neither an extant governor nor any other official currently sitting on the council. Finally, the clerk of the city high court, as the highest clerical official who still nominally held office, agreed to draw up a pardon and sign it. His signature was then witnessed by several minor officials and also by a judge who had been hanging around the palace since the Elysian attack offering any assistance he could.


  With the precious scroll securely stowed in an inner pocket of his leather military jerkin, Magnanimo retired to his restaurant headquarters to dine with Flaccido in comfort. He and Flaccido could finally jest about the entire campaign over a bottle of fine Arcadian wine. They both agreed that they had never encountered a larger herd of utter fools in their lives. The palace was taken with such ease, that they wondered to each other why they had bothered to carry their planning to such disproportionate lengths.


  “Better, however,” Flaccido finished, merrily patting his belly, “to dowse a spark with a barrel of wine than piss on a house-fire later.”


  Magnanimo burst into laughter.


  It had been a long, wearying day for everyone, but the celebrations continued nonetheless until far into the night. Magnanimo found it somewhat difficult to enter into the jovial spirit of the evening, despite Flaccido’s expansive mood and the bottles of Arcadian wine he lavished upon the soldiers. His mind insisted on wandering back to thoughts of Cavortia. He longed to know where she had gone, and what she was doing. He wondered if she had gone to her parents’ home, or perhaps left Venus with Vanilla. Perhaps she was even still in the city. The uncertainty gnawed at him, but he was comforted to think that at least she was probably safe. He wondered if she was thinking of him.


  As soon as Magnanimo was certain that it was decently late the following morning, and after he had breakfasted heartily and sipped tea with Flaccido, he begged the admiral’s pardon to continue his search for Cavortia.


  “Yes, by all means,” Flaccido said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Your part of the work here is done. Run along and find your lady friend. That’s your remaining labor, whilst we take care of overseeing an emergency election.”


  “Thank you, Flaccido,” Magnanimo said with a tired voice, “I do appreciate it.”


  “Think nothing of it, my boy,” Flaccido answered. “I’m an old romantic myself, and in your sandals, I’d probably have slipped off before this to pursue the wench.” He smiled and waved Magnanimo off.


  Magnanimo was relieved that Flaccido had been so easy about him leaving. He bowed deeply and set off with a single guard to accompany him. He left Drydock to look after Flaccido, for the admiral had no servants of his own in attendance. It was obvious that he could do with a some help organizing his person, as Drydock had quickly pointed out to Magnanimo that morning, though he had matters, politically speaking, well in hand. Drydock also prudently thought that it would be best for Magnanimo to pursue his damsel alone, unencumbered by having to look out for an old man as well. He therefore somewhat exaggerated the admiral’s unkempt appearance, and was pleased that Magnanimo did not question him. Drydock also did not wish to be present when he finally met Cavortia again. She would no doubt relate all that she had learned of her lover’s station in life.


  The warden appeared to have been expecting Magnanimo’s visit, and bowed the Elysian prince into his office immediately. He had already called together in a separate room all of the guards and servants who could be said to have even the remotest connection to the prison wing in which Cavortia and Vanilla were held. He explained, however, that the entire prison staff had been interviewed under duress immediately after the incident, and no information had been forthcoming at that time. The warden was sure that somewhere among the staff was one who knew the answer, but he admitted that he was not anxious to pursue the matter. It was a blemish upon his record that was best forgotten quickly. Magnanimo found the warden’s statements rather curious, but he did not venture to ask him why he cared so little to find the cause of two successful escapes in such quick succession. Surely, whether it was a blemish or not, an insecure prison was hardly to be tolerated. The warden was relieved, however that Magnanimo did not pursue the topic further. Under normal circumstances, he would have possibly tortured a few guards in order to preserve prison security, but in this case, he had been advised by a highly placed friend in the city judiciary to forget about the two incidents as quickly as possible. The warden had considered the source of this advice carefully, and in the end decided to follow it. He called off the investigation the same day and never pursued it further.


  The warden’s mood seemed lighter than on the previous day. After offering tea and finger food, he led Magnanimo and his sole guard down the hallway toward a large meeting room where they were gathered waiting to be interviewed. The warden installed Magnanimo in a side room with a small table and a pair of wooden chairs. The warden also suggested that he post his own guard outside the door, where he could regulate entry to the interview room and insure privacy as well. He told Magnanimo that he had already explained to his group of guards and servants that a pardon had been issued for the two prisoners in question, and that Magnanimo merely wished to find them to inform them of their good fortune. Nevertheless, to reassure them of being able to speak freely, they would be interviewed individually. The warden left the room, sliding the heavy door closed behind him.


  There were fewer than ten individuals to be interviewed, so Magnanimo anticipated that it would not take much time, unless he was able to gather no information from any of them. In that case he thought he might have to interview them repeatedly. He hoped he would not have to call in any of his officers to cross-check their stories and attempt to flush out information in that manner.


  He interviewed four guards who were able to tell him nothing of importance. They insisted that they had all been away from their posts on various legitimate errands, and suggested that their stories could be verified by other guards who were present. Magnanimo hoped that he would not have to extend his inquiries that far. He might soon have every guard in the prison tramping through the room.


  Already wearying of his interviews with the dull guards, Magnanimo called in the fifth person. This proved to be an old woman who appeared bent with age. Seeing her hobble, he rose quickly and escorted her to a chair. Her smile was sincere as she thanked him for his trouble. She introduced herself as Fyltha, then before he could ask any questions, in a crackling voice she related her position of employment among the staff and gave a similar story of her doings of that evening. She freely admitted knowing both of the prisoners Cavortia and Vanilla. Since they were kept in the wing of the prison where she served the daily rations, she could not help but meet them. And of course she pitied two such pretty young woman accused of heinous crimes. She stated that she recalled nothing particular about them other than their names and the fact that they were both pretty.


  “They seemed like nice youngsters, too,” she added. “I was sorry to see them in prison.” She licked her lips, then continued. “I do not make it a habit to become friendly with the prisoners, you understand.”


  Magnanimo nodded. “Certainly not.” He was about to let her go and call in the next person to be interviewed.


  Fyltha stood up and bowed hardly more deeply than she was already bent. As she turned away to leave, she leaned close to him over the table, and said, “Find me this evening. Here’s an address.” Magnanimo was surprised at this and was about to speak. She silenced him with a hand gesture, then offered him a tiny slip of paper. “I have some information,” she continued in a cracking whisper. Leaning close to his ears, she put her hand on his and whispered “to sell for a price. Come alone.” Magnanimo took the paper without reading it and put it into a small pocket on the outside of his jerkin. She patted his hand and backed away.


  “Thank you, old woman,” he said in a louder voice, “that will be all, you may go.” He nodded silently to her. She smiled at him with her dry lips and let out a sound that might have been a laugh. Turning away, she hobbled out the door.


  Magnanimo’s heart was racing at this new turn, but he could not send away the rest of the interviewees without betraying the old woman. If he did that, he judged the chances were excellent that she would forget whatever information she desired to sell him. At her apparent age, he also would not have given good odds that she might not succumb to cardiac arrest if put under any pressure. Then he might never hear what she apparently wanted to tell him.


  The rest of the interviews dragged on. He listened distractedly to each of their stories, making every effort to seem as if he had found out nothing from any of them. At last, his guard informed him that there were no more people waiting. Magnanimo returned to the larger meeting room and dismissed them all with thanks. He was sorry, he told them, that he had learned nothing from any of them that would help in his quest. Before they left, he mentioned that should they think of any further information that might be useful in locating the prisoners, they could find him through the governor’s palace. When he returned to the warden’s office, Magnanimo had some difficulty feigning annoyance that he had learned nothing of importance, excited as he was to hurry away to hear the old woman’s story. He acted defeated and weary, then begged the warden to keep him informed of any new facts, and left with his guard at his side.


  When Magnanimo had departed, the warden collapsed in his chair. Relieved that nothing had come of the interviews, he ordered up his luncheon and tea. He hoped never to see Magnanimo again.


  


  * * *


  


  Magnanimo did not go alone to keep his appointment with Fyltha, but took two guards along with him. He posted them at either end of the narrow street in which she had her apartment. The neighborhood was a poor one, but seemed to be clean and relatively well maintained. The alleyway was a narrow strip of worn cobblestones between two towering apartment houses. There were no lights in the street, the only illumination being furnished by the lamps in the rows of open windows overhead. There was a faint smell of animals and refuse lying somewhere, but it was not overpowering. Laughing voices drifted from several nearby windows. When his eyes had adjusted to the dimness of the lighting, he was able to make out bold numbers painted carefully on each door. He followed these until he came to her building, near the center of the alley. He slid open the battered front door and found himself in a narrow hallway with a tall ceiling. There was no bottom landing or entry hall. Stairs led up in a spiral immediately inside the front door. He picked up a candle that lay on a shelf near the public entry lamp, then ascended the stairs to the fifth floor where he extinguished the candle and deposited it on another shelf beneath an oil lamp. The building was narrowly built. The fifth floor had a dim central hallway through which two men could not walk abreast and was lined on either side with doors. The inhabitants apparently took some pains to give each door a modicum of individuality. They were all painted in varying colors, and some had elaborate designs and even scenes painted on them.


  He knocked upon Fyltha’s plain door.


  “Who calls,” came the old woman’s whisper from behind the door.


  “It is I,” Magnanimo answered, pressing close to the door, “Magnanimo of Elysium.”


  The door opened, just wide enough to admit him. He quickly stepped in, and the door closed behind him. He slid off his sandals and set them by the door, then stepped up onto the raised wooden floor. She stepped from behind the door and walked into the room ahead of him. He saw with a quick glance around that the old woman’s apartment contained two small rooms. One served as a kitchen and living area, with an old, but clean, chamber pot set in plain view in one corner. The other room was probably a sleeping and storage area.


  “You live alone?” he inquired.


  She laughed at him drily. “Aye, these many years. I was married once, though. I’ve two grown sons as well, but my good for nothing husband passed over without me.” She walked into the living area and motioned for him to follow. There was no trace of the hobble she affected when he had last seen her. She was not tall, but walked without a stoop. “Please be seated,” she said, pointing him toward a pile of pillows. While he moved a pillow to sit down, she went to a water jug and filled a pot with lukewarm water, tossing in a handful of herbs. Magnanimo looked around. There was nothing of great interest in the room, save a small shelf in one corner upon which sat a tiny deity and a few sprigs of some plant. He thought it a curious object and had never seen anything quite like it.


  She set the pot before him on a low table and brought out two heavy cups of clay painted by hand with crude, brown designs. They might have been Amazonian. “Please,” she said, “join me in a cup of tea.” She poured for him, then took up her own cup in one hand and filled it.


  “What information do you have, and what is your price,” Magnanimo asked after he had sipped from his cup.


  “In a bit of a hurry?” she asked with another dry laugh. “Let’s chat a bit, and come back to that point a little later.”


  Magnanimo apologized, bowing his head once. Being a guest in her home put him at a disadvantage. He could not demand immediate answers. Hospitality required that he engage in polite conversation and allow her to come to the point at her leisure. He was frustrated by this protocol, but realized that if he actually wished any information, he had to play the game by her rules.


  “When I first laid my old eyes, on you,” she said holding out her teacup and pointing with it, “I knew you were a gentleman. A fine broad-chested Elysian gentleman.” She widened her gaping smile again, causing Magnanimo an inward wince. The thought occurred to him that she might have been pretty enough in her youth, but that was long past.


  “Thank you for the compliment,” he said.


  “Fyltha,” she reminded him.


  “Fyltha.”


  She prattled on about her family, berating her useless husband. She was evidently proud of her two sons, however, who were farmers outside of Venus, having been able to purchase small plots of land after years of hard work in the city.


  “Why do you yet remain in the city?” he asked. He thought that if she was so proud of her sons, surely she could easily move away to retire comfortably.


  “Ah, me,” she said. “Soon enough I’ll leave. I’m an old city girl, Elysian.”


  “Magnanimo,” he corrected.


  She chuckled, “all right, Magnanimo. I’m an old city girl, and I wouldn’t be happy in the country until I’m too old to care for myself. So here I stay, for now.” She waved a hand around the small apartment. It was filled with an accumulation of baubles and rickety furniture.


  After a suitable time had elapsed, Magnanimo again ventured to steer her toward the point of his visit. “You mentioned earlier that you have information to sell,” he said, hoping to bring her around to the point.


  “Ah, the impatience of youth,” she laughed. “Very well, if you insist young man, we’ll dispense with the meaningless chatter. Never did much care for Arcadian hospitality.”


  “Your cooperation would be most welcome,” he answered, “I’m in something of a hurry to find the two women.” He hoped his phrasing was not entirely rude.


  “Your lover and her friend,” the old woman said simply.


  “Well, yes, actually,” he replied.


  “Ah, and you’re a loyal man as well,” she laughed again. “It warms the heart to hear it. So many young men would simply fly off with the first available wench, leaving their former sweetheart to fend for herself. No sense of honor.”


  Magnanimo had to admit that was true enough, but preferred to think of himself as having something of a sense of honor, as well as true feeling for Cavortia.


  “She never mentioned you,” Fyltha said. “Her friend did, but not she.” Fyltha thought that would give him pause for thought. She did not add that she hardly knew Cavortia and they had spoken little enough. “I helped them both escape, you know.” She raised her head proudly.


  “And I thank you.” Magnanimo leaned forward anxiously. “Where did they go?”


  “Calm yourself,” she answered. “That’s the bit of information that will cost you something.”


  “You have proof of your information, of course?” he asked. “If I’m to buy it, I would like to be assured of its validity.”


  “I do,” she answered smugly.


  “Very well, name your best price.” He knew that she would begin with an outrageous price and he would counter with one that was far too low, eventually striking a bargain somewhere in the middle. He hoped it did not cost him too much.


  “No bargain,” she laughed. “I’m not interested in gold. I’ve plenty saved up to last me the few years I have remaining. I have only one price.” She leered at him with wide eyes.


  Magnanimo had not expected her to say anything of the sort. He had brought a good sum of gold in a drawstring purse, and did not expect to use the half of it to buy her information. “What is your price?” he asked again. He wondered what she could want other than gold.


  “I said you were a gentleman,” she said. “A stout, broad-chested Elysian gentleman.” Magnanimo was growing restless with this repetition. She was leading up to something nefarious, he had no doubt.


  “It just so happens, that I’ve heard a lot of stories about Elysian men,” she said. “I was born in Amazonis, you know.”


  He did not know where she was born. “What sort of stories?” he asked nervously. He had a poor feeling about the situation and hoped he was wrong.


  “Ah, tales of stamina and prowess,” she offered, laughing. Her eyes widened as she continued to leer at him. Whispering, she said, “I hear the Elysian male has three noble sceptres.” She gazed at his crotch.


  Magnanimo was taken aback at her words. He stammered. “Yes, that is true enough,” he returned. He tried to think of a way to lead her away from the topic.


  “Ah,” she replied, “it’s gratifying to know there’s truth to at least one old wive’s tale.” She paused and reached across the table toward him. “My price,” she said with a wicked grin, “my only price, is to be satisfyingly bedded by a strong Elysian lover.” She widened her eyes even further, staring at him.


  “Madame!” Magnanimo shouted indignantly. He leapt to his feet. She followed suit, standing up and they stood facing each other.


  She looked up at his face. “Right here,” she said with cackle, as she pulled up her robes. Gathering the robes up in one hand, baring her skinny legs, she patted her bare crotch. “You do want information, am I right?”


  “Yes, I do, but...”


  “I’ve named my price,” she said, dropping the hem of her robe and seating herself. “Put yourself in my position,” she continued, calmly pouring another cup of tea. “A lecherous old lady without a husband. Haven’t had a man in years, you know. Can’t even get the old geezer across the hall to plow my field if I show it to him. Assuming he still has a stiff enough plow to try.” She poured more tea in Magnanimo’s cup. “No matter what they say about old hags and cukeyfruits, young man, it’s just not the same thing.”


  Magnanimo had to admit that he did not know anything about cukeyfruits. “Your price is high, old woman,” he sighed. He was certain, however, that there was no chance of extricating himself from the situation honorably without meeting her terms. He drew a deep breath, thinking that it might come to an unpleasant duty and hoped Cavortia would appreciate the lengths he went to for her. He might as well forge ahead and plow her field if that was what she wanted. “But you have me at a disadvantage, I’m afraid. I find myself with no choice but to accept your terms.”


  “Ha! I knew you at once for an honorable man. I knew you’d see it my way,” she cried. She raised her cup and held it out. “A toast?”


  Magnanimo raised his cup and they each drank. He wished then for a bottle of strong wine. He feared he would not enjoy what was to follow, and a little wine would have eased the anticipated suffering.


  “Now that I’ve pegged you for an honorable man,” she said, rising from the table, “I know you’ll treat me to a thrilling demonstration of your mastery.” She whispered, “Not too quick, mind you, or you’ll never find out what I have to tell. I want all three.” She stalked over to the kitchen area and pulled out a large bottle from a chest.


  “Let’s toss out the tea,” she said heartily, “and get in a sip of some more amorous brew.” It was a dusty bottle of a highland Arcadian vintage, renowned as a light aphrodisiac.


  Seeing it, Magnanimo could not help but smile. “I see you have thought of everything,” he said weakly. She pulled the cork with one hand and took a long swig from the bottle.


  “You think I’ve lived so many years in a box?” As she handed the bottle to him, she said, “let’s build up a little Elysian lust, shall we?” She laughed as he took a long draught.


  She seated herself next to him on the pillows and pushed the table away with her feet. As she sat, she hiked up her robes to bare her thighs. They were very thin and rather wrinkled.


  While he drank from the bottle, she took a long cigar from an old wooden box on the table, and lit it from the nearby lamp, puffing pale smoke into the air. The scent was delicate and flowery, tickling Magnanimo’s nostrils. She passed the cigar to him, and he traded it for the bottle. He smoked the cigar while she drank, and then they traded again. It was a fine cigar.


  Magnanimo asked, “You said you had proof of your claim?” He took a long draught from the bottle. Holding it toward the lamp, he saw that they had shared more than half of it between them.


  “Ah, well, if you won’t be satisfied with my word,” she replied, “here is your proof.” She put one hand into the neck of her robe and drew forth a chain. “She gave this to me.” Magnanimo seized the stone, nearly tearing the necklace from her throat. She gripped his hand, tugging at the chain.


  “Give it to me,” he said. He let off the pressure around her neck as she grabbed at his hand.


  “Soon enough,” she said, prying loose his fingers. “You shall have it.” She took the bottle from him and drank another draught. Magnanimo did likewise. Unless he forced himself to follow through with precision, he thought it could turn into a long, unpleasant evening.


  She curled up closer to him, and whispered in his ear, “whenever you’re ready.” She began stroking his curly hair and put her hand inside his shirt to stroke his chest. Putting both arms around him, she moved her lips to his neck and began licking him with quick motions, moving toward his ears. Magnanimo drank another great draught.


  Within a few moments of drinking his first mouthful of the wine, he was feeling quite a bit more stimulated. Her technique was not extraordinarily bad, he decided, and she was beginning to look a bit fresher than she had at first. Though she was quite thin, as evidenced by her bare thighs, for some reason he did not find that unattractive. In fact, as he thought about it, her boniness took on an attraction all its own. Presently, he found himself returning her embraces and letting his hand wander along her legs, easing gradually upwards until at last he felt his fingers brush against her long curling pubic hairs. Letting his lips wander across her neck, which seemed unaccountably soft and nicely scented, with his fingers he delicately brushed the triangular outlines of the mons veneris, running up the fold of skin on one side to the top of the capacious furrow, and then back down. When he reached the lower portion, which was already well dampened, she moved one leg away, allowing his fingers access to the object of his search. Slowly he reached one finger into the entrance, while spreading the lips with his other fingers. Her vagina was lubricious and warm; the pillows beneath her buttocks were wet. His finger at last came into contact with her erect clitoris. Astonished at its tremendous size, he whispered, “Incredible.” He believed it was the largest clitoris he had ever encountered. “I should think your husband enjoyed this,” he whispered, tugging on it. It was of breathtaking size, as long as his finger, and felt hot and slippery to his touch. It was pulsating with each beat of her heart.


  She whispered back into his ear, “He did enjoy it... with his tongue.” Magnanimo’s heart raced with excitement when she said this. He reached toward her bosom, and tore her robe open savagely from top to bottom, shredding the material, though it took him several motions to do so. Her long, pendulous breasts dangled freely, the skin dull green and somewhat wrinkled. The downturned nipples were extremely elongated and stood out, pointing stiffly downward. He found the effect amusingly attractive. Both of her breasts were tattooed with rings of tiny black dots along their length. He wondered where she had obtained such tattoos, as he had never seen such a pattern, then recalled that she was born in Amazonis. She might well have once been a tribal woman. He wondered if they all had such long clitorises. She eased herself into a prone position and locked her arms under her knees, her feet flailing in the air, and he lowered his face toward her waiting vagina. In the dim light, he could see the bulging violet nubbin between her green legs, easily as large and long as one of his own fingers. It was throbbing visibly with her heartbeats, and glistening with enticing wetness.


  She screamed softly as his tongue connected with the tip of her clitoris, and he drew it fully into his mouth, his tongue darting around in quick thrusts, the way he had known women to do with him so many times. He sucked it into his mouth, then pushed it out again, tickling it with his tongue.


  “Oh, take me now, just take me!” she said hoarsely, pulling at his arms.


  He probed her vagina with his hands, massaging the base of her clitoris while he licked it and drew it into his mouth repeatedly. He continued until she had achieved climax four times and was writhing before him. As she lay gasping, he stood up to remove his tight uniform trousers, releasing his three sceptres which leapt out to stand stiffly. She watched them eagerly with wide eyes as he stood before her, undulating his hips to show them off.


  “Oh, they’re magnificent!” she whispered shaking her head. Sitting up, she grabbed onto the two outlying penises of the three and dragged him down to the pillows. When he was lying on his back, she straddled him with goggled eyes; she was breathing raggedly. She brought her face down to his central pillar and took it into her mouth, working around it with her tongue, teasing its tip with her lips. All the while, she massaged his other two members.


  “If you want it, you’d better hurry,” he said to her, feeling the impending explosion of his central staff.


  “Plow my field, Elysian!” she yelled, and moved her hips forward. Releasing her hands from their massaging action, she guided the central staff easily inside herself. Her canal was rather narrow, fitting over him tightly; but the sensation increased his pleasure at gaining entrance to the soft warmth as the organ slid deeper.


  He moved his hands toward her erect clitoris, which stuck straight out toward him, and began rubbing it quickly. She bounced up and down upon him rhythmically, sliding his engorged central member in and out with reckless speed. Her tattooed breasts dangled and flopped around her chest. Her vaginal fluid was flowing freely, wetting the base of his penis and flowing onto the pillows.


  Magnanimo’s first ejaculation exploded in a warm pulsing flow. As she continued to slide against him, gradually easing her thrusts, semen dribbled out of her vagina. He could hardly believe the strength of his own lust, and he longed for another orgasm.


  “Again,” he said. He pushed her backward onto the pillows and thrust another penis deep into her as she locked her legs and arms around his hips.


  “Keep on plowing,” she said, panting. “Plow my field.”


  He pushed his hips against her, pumping quickly until he ejaculated again. When he had finished with his second orgasm, he turned her over onto her stomach. With two spent members yet throbbing weakly, he forced aside her thin thighs, driving his third hot scepter into her up to its hilt. The wetness of her sex amazed him. He put his hands to it, spreading the juices across her inner thighs and up onto her buttocks. There seemed no end to the nectar pouring out of her. He kept dipping into it and spreading it over her buttocks massaging them together. Then he began pumping his hips quickly and unevenly, rotating them gently, while clutching both of her buttocks firmly in his hands though they kept trying to slip from his grasp, until the third sceptre, too, had released its explosion of warm fluid. Pulling out his penis, he let the last of his semen spew into the cleft between her buttocks and her pubic mound, where he rubbed it among the curly hairs. He collapsed on top of her, but quickly thinking better of pinning an old woman under his massive weight, he rolled over and drew her up to lie on top of him. They panted together for a few heartbeats.


  “Magnificent, Magnanimo!” she said breathlessly. “A triumph! I haven’t had such a good time for years.” She put her face against his chest and sighed. “Thank you.”


  “It was my pleasure,” he answered politely.


  They lay quietly that way until Magnanimo recovered something of his wits and the aphrodisiac began to wear off. He sat up, and reached for a cup of cold tea. Downing it, he ventured to say, “that’s quite a bottle of wine, Fyltha. I must confess I greatly enjoyed it.”


  “You see, even an old hag can have a few tricks.”


  He chuckled. “True. And the size of your... ‘thing’ is a marvel.”


  “Yes, I’ve been told that as well,” she answered.


  They both put their clothing back on. Magnanimo had not removed his shirt at all, so he slipped his tight trousers on and put the codpiece in place, then tied up his shirt in front.


  Fyltha unhooked the chain around her neck and handed it to him. “This is part of the bargain,” she said. “Here.”


  “And the information?”


  “I almost forgot that.” She sat down and pulled her hair back, tying it with a string, then poured herself another cup of tea. “Unfortunately for you, I know only where the woman Vanilla went. I couldn’t help your Cavortia very far, but I know the general direction.”


  “Please elaborate,” Magnanimo beckoned, pouring her another cup of tea.


  “Vanilla is at my son’s house.” She laughed at his expression of astonishment. “I will give you directions. Take the necklace to him. He will recognize it and take you to Vanilla.”


  “And as for Cavortia?”


  “She went east. A butcher’s wagon dropped her in a hamlet east of the city.”


  Magnanimo sipped his tea. He had now fully recovered from the insanity of his previous lovemaking, and in his eyes, Fyltha’s appearance returned to its previous unattractive state. She found writing implements and drew out directions for him, explaining them as he watched her. She could draw quite deftly, he noted, but could only write in a rudimentary way that led him to suspect that she probably could not read very well.


  Before he left, Magnanimo also insisted on giving Fyltha some gold pieces, though she tried to refuse them. He knew very well that despite her pride, she could not be very wealthy to maintain rooms in that district. Their business finished, he bid her good night, and they exchanged pleasantries at her doorstep. He was enough of a gentleman to kiss her hand, to thank her, and bow deeply before bounding down the stairs and into the street. A pleasant parting was the least he could do, he thought, to strengthen an old woman’s illusion of having spent a lusty evening with an insistent lover. Perhaps, though, her impression was not so far wrong. The aphrodisiac wine, in the dosage he had consumed it, had been quite powerful.


  He hoped that the story of that evening were never to become known, but he would have to trust Fyltha’s discretion. He did not take her for a boastful sort. If she were, he would soon be a laughing stock, because such a story could not possibly retain the simple facts that led him to accept her bargain. It would likely be turned into a lurid tale of seduction and lust.


  When he met his guards outside, he was feeling light of heart and satisfied with himself.


  “Did you get your information?” one of them asked after he had fetched them both together and they were ambling away toward the nearest canal. “It took quite a while.”


  “Oh, indeed I did,” Magnanimo replied. “Eventually. The old hag drives a hard bargain.” To stress this aspect of his story, he invented an elaborate lie about how she had haggled with him. “Cost me seven gold pieces.”


  The guards shook their heads and chuckled.


  On the way back to his lodgings, the thought struck Magnanimo that there were two ominous aspects to the old woman’s tale. The first was that Fyltha claimed that Cavortia had never mentioned him, which she should have done were he foremost in her mind. The second was that Cavortia so easily parted with the necklace he had given her. Perhaps, after all, Cavortia was, if not indifferent to him, at least far from being in love with him. Perhaps he had been flattering himself, he thought. He angrily asked himself why he had not been more perceptive. Another part of him, though, longed to hear such news from her own lips. He would rather continue to search for her as if she were also searching for him. He knew then, however, that the cost of that could be bitter disappointment when he finally found her. There was still Capriccio’s story, however, and he could not decide which was the true perspective. Maybe she did love him.


  


  * * *


  


  After her escape from prison, Vanilla made her way to a small farming village that stood at a minor crossroad not far outside the City of Venus. There, she was welcomed into the home of Corpusculo, Fyltha’s eldest son, having brought a short and painstakingly written letter from his mother. Corpusculo and his wife Porcupina owned a farm of modest dimensions where he raised barmotezes and sold their wool to local cloth makers. Being near the end of summer, the crop had matured, and harvesting began. It was their busiest season, so both Corpusculo and his cheerful wife were glad for the extra pair of hands that Vanilla provided to help card the wool. Her presence meant, to Corpusculo, that he could hire one less transient worker that season, which would substantially increase their earnings. Even if they were required to pay for Vanilla’s board, it was not expensive to feed her. To Porcupina, Vanilla’s presence meant that she would have a constant companion while she carded wool, as well as some extra help in the kitchen. Thus they were both thankful to have her with them.


  Vanilla worked hard on the farm for only her bed and board. After the first few days in residence, she ceased to fear that she would be apprehended, and settled into a comfortable daily routine. She arose early with the family every morning and breakfasted more heartily than she had done in many years. The better part of her day was spent on the porch of their small wooden house, in the company of Porcupina, carding bales of thick, white barmotez wool. She considered the work good exercise and the fresh country air made her feel strong and healthy. It was an idyllic life, and she soon learned all of the local carding and spinning songs, which made up for her lack of a viol to practice upon. She feared only that she would be so out of practice by the time she could afford to buy a viol to replace her own, that she would not be able to play anymore.


  Idyllic though her life was, as the days passed Vanilla nevertheless began to wish for a change of scene. Cavortia was constantly in her thoughts, and she longed to see her dear friend again. At night, released from the day’s work, she cried on occasion from the sudden pressure of her loneliness. She thought that if only she had accompanied her friend and Magnanimo, they would not have been lost. She tried her utmost not to think of Magnanimo at all, but when she did, the thought that she knew nothing of his further fate brought her only sadness. The emptiness she felt at being without him surprised her, so whenever his image intruded on her thoughts, she tried to turn toward thoughts of Cavortia. Then she wondered how Drydock had fared after her arrest. There was no cause to fear for his safety; she was simply curious to know whether he was doing well. Perhaps he was still in Venus, or had found passage back to Elysium, perhaps to bring the sad news of Magnanimo’s death to his family. Every time she began to wonder about Drydock, Magnanimo soon appeared in her thoughts, serving only to increase her frustration at not knowing whether he had been killed. Heedless of the continuing anguish that was smoldering in her heart, the summer plodded on with one warm, cloudless day following predictably after another.


  Unable to contain her longing for Cavortia’s company, though she maintained a cheerful countenance and performed her daily tasks assiduously, Vanilla finally wrote a letter to her parents, asking whether they had any news of her friend. In answer, she received no information regarding Cavortia, for they were unable to learn anything. Reading other news of her family’s affairs in her mother’s letter only served to increase her loneliness. She wished that she could return home to see them.


  Her greatest frustration was knowing that she had been the cause of the disastrous events that had so cruelly separated her from her friends. She constantly returned to the thought that if only she had persuaded Cavortia to leave that dreadful gambling den, they would never have been separated. Neither Cavortia nor herself would ever have been arrested, because her friend would not have been forced to kill Bubo’s wife. Had that not happened, they would never have decided to leave Venus. She scolded herself repeatedly for not having gone along with them when they left. Now her situation was hopeless. She knew, but tried to deny to herself, that she would never see Magnanimo again, for he was probably dead. Her friend Cavortia languished in a foul prison cell, and most certainly faced eventual execution at the guillotine. Only she was free while Cavortia suffered endless dark days in a tiny cell, surrounded by amphibaenas. Vanilla knew that Cavortia would have insisted that, whatever the fate of her friends, she should make the best of her own situation. In the face of any disaster, however major, Cavortia always insisted that one’s life moved along without respite, stopping for nothing. There was no use in wishing that events had been different once they came to pass. She sadly contemplated that the turning back of time was a luxury that the gods reserved to themselves. Whenever she had that thought, she tried to invoke the gods’ mercy and turn back the river of her life so she could save her friends from their misery. Vanilla tried each day, but continually failed, to adjust her feelings so that she could finally let her past life fall away like wilted petals after the spring, and find a new life in another place.


  The barmotez season was nearing its end, so Vanilla began to forcefully turn her thoughts to travelling elsewhere, gradually accepting the fact that she could never return to Venus, nor her beloved friends. She approached Corpusculo one evening, asking if he knew any farmers further east who would take in a lodger. He promised to ask about the hamlet for her on the next market day. Perhaps, Vanilla told her host, she could find a continuing series of temporary positions and work her way eastward to see something of the interior of Arcadia. She had never been as far as Lycus, and from what she had heard, it was a grand and interesting city. Lycus was a romantic central crossroads, the heart of Arcadia, a meeting place for nomads and merchants, a center of brisk trade in all manner of goods, the gateway to the exotic eastern highlands. Maybe, she thought, she herself could travel further east even than Lycus; perhaps with her own eyes to gaze from the high, rocky cliffs across the neck of Ascuris Lacus to the far country of Tempe. She wondered what mysteries lay concealed in the forests of Tempe.


  Despite the allure of myriad exotic destinations that lay within her grasp, however, she was loathe to leave the vicinity of Venus, no matter what the danger of her discovery, as long as she had no news of Cavortia. She clung to her past life tenaciously, unable yet to break free. In desperation, she tried writing to Corpusculo’s mother Fyltha, but received no answer to her letter.


  One morning Vanilla sat on the back veranda of the house. She was talking with Porcupina over a cup of tea, and trying to make up her mind to travel on. A single knock came upon the front door of the house, so Porcupina, having no servants, rose to answer the knock herself. Vanilla was habitually suspicious of unexpected visitors, so she tucked away the bobbin of wool she had been spinning and retired to her small room at the back of the house. She thought to hide there until the visitor should depart. The visitor was most probably only a woman from a neighboring farm, come to chat or to exchange some food, or perhaps to leave a gift for the family, since it was the harvest season.


  “Good day,” Porcupina said, swinging open the front door. A stranger in dusty travelling robes with a deep hood stood outside.


  The man threw back his hood, which had covered his head against the afternoon sun. “Good day, my lady.” He was a tall foreigner with a handsome, cheerful face and brilliant blue skin. From his coloring, Porcupina guessed that he might be an Elysian, but she was not familiar enough with foreign types to be certain.


  “How may I serve you?” Porcupina inquired, standing stiffly at the door. She had opened it only halfway. She brushed her chubby hands on the front of her brightly woven apron, standing so as to block the door, thinking that she need not allow a stranger to view the whole interior of the house, especially with Vanilla present, even if the girl were safely behind the closed door of her room.


  “This is the residence of Corpusculo?” the stranger asked with a smile.


  “It is.” She dabbed at her brow with her apron and kept a frown on her face. Pointedly, she did not ask him to step inside. He looked honest enough, but she had Vanilla’s safety to consider. The appearance of a stranger did not bode well. He might be looking for Vanilla.


  “I should like to speak with him, if I may.”


  Porcupina though that this stranger was polite, at least, but was not going to be fooled by appearances. “May I ask your name?” she inquired, in a polite tone.


  “My name is Magnanimo of Elysium.”


  “An honor to receive your visit,” she said flatly. Her tone indicated habitual courtesy, nothing more. Though she was inwardly pleased that she had guessed his origin, she neither smiled nor invited him into the house.


  “I bring a gift,” Magnanimo said, trying to sound friendly. It was something of a custom with the country folk, as he well knew, to bring a gift when one went calling upon neighbors, especially in the harvest season. He hoped it would at least alleviate her obvious suspicion. He took a cloth bag from his shoulder and handed it to her. She unwound the top of the bag and peered inside. It was filled with ripe fruit. Magnanimo hoped she would accept it. Eventually, she would discover that several fruits at the bottom had been hollowed out and filled with gold pieces.


  “Thank you,” she said, putting it down gently just inside the doorway. Her tone remained flat and unemotional. “It will make a fine addition to our poor evening meal, I’m sure.” She bowed stiffly at a slight angle.


  Porcupina then stepped outside, closing the door behind her. “My husband is out in the fields. I’ll take you to him.” She walked ahead of him with precise steps through the garden at the side of the house. They passed by an old barn behind it, and continued across dry fields of summer flowers. The barmotez fields stretched out before them. The thick stalks topped by the animated barmotez flowers swayed in the light breeze, dangling the long wooly tendrils that so resembled the legs of a four-footed creature. Magnanimo had always thought them charming plants. Sparkling water moved sluggishly through irrigation ditches that had been dug into the red soil between each row of barmotez stalks. Reflecting the afternoon sun into Magnanimo’s eyes as they walked, the ditches seemed to form a series of bright, silver lines stretching across the fields.


  A few men stood in the middle of the field, at the boundary between the harvested plant stalks and the billowing, ripe plants beyond. They held scythes, and were methodically cutting off the wool and dropping it to the ground on large tarpaulins that had been stretched out between the rows. A number of children played around them, laughing and running, as they helped with the harvest by piling up the newly cut wool on a small wagon as pieces accumulated on the tarpaulins. Magnanimo smiled at the pleasant country scene, reminding him of his own childhood in Elysium. He suddenly wondered, with a pang in his heart, whether he and Cavortia might ever have children.


  “Corpusculo,” called Porcupina when they had drawn close. She coughed once. “There’s a visitor to see you.” Her tone was harsh and she stressed the word ‘visitor’.


  “Aye, a moment,” said a rotund man dressed in tight fitting trousers. His chest was bare and tanned so deep a green as to be almost black. His belly hung over a wide leather belt. Tossing aside the scythe, he said something to his men. They immediately dropped their scythes and gathered around the wagon. Corpusculo had apparently called a break in their work.


  Porcupina and Magnanimo stopped where they were, as Corpusculo approached. After introducing himself, Magnanimo said, “If you please, sir, I should like to have a private word with you.” He beckoned to Corpusculo, and they walked off a few paces. As they walked along the furrows, Corpusculo pulled up his trousers more firmly, adjusting his belt as he did so, and made small talk about the size of this year’s harvest, noting that they should fetch a good price, since the wool was especially fine.


  “Now,” he said, when they had walked quite a distance, “what sort of private business do you have?” He stopped and looked suspiciously at Magnanimo, thrusting his thumbs into his belt.


  “Fyltha sent me,” he said. Corpusculo relaxed visibly.


  “She did, eh?” he said, kicking a stone. “So is she going to retire and join us here?” He laughed, then squinted at Magnanimo. “Or is she asking for money?”


  “Neither,” Magnanimo said, smiling at the man. He drew out the chain he had given Cavortia from his robe. Holding it up, he said, “she told me you would recognize this.” He dangled it silently in front of Corpusculo, who held it momentarily with his fingers, studying the red stone.


  “I do,” he said releasing the necklace. “So, you’ve come to take our sweet Vanilla away.” His tone had warmed considerably.


  Magnanimo smiled. “I hope my timing is not inconvenient, sir. It is the height of harvest time.” He waved a hand toward the fields.


  Corpusculo laughed. “Well I’m glad you waited until nearly the end of the harvest, anyway. A bit earlier, sir, and I’d have had to think awhile before letting her go.” Corpusculo called to his wife in a loud voice, and she trotted toward them. Corpusculo raised his hand, waving her to hurry, then he set off toward the house ahead of Magnanimo, setting a quick pace. The man was quick despite his heaviness, and his hips rolled while he trotted along. Magnanimo thought that the farm labor had kept him in trim condition. He had strong enough shoulders and muscular arms; his belly must have been a result of overindulgence in the local ale.


  Bumping the front door open with one shoulder, Corpusculo waved Magnanimo in. “Please, put off your cloak, sir. Share a meal.” He glanced back at Magnanimo. “You’re in no hurry, eh?”


  “No hurry, sir. I’d be happy to dine with you.”


  “He brought us some nice fruit,” Porcupina said as she entered the door. She had a friendly lilt to her voice. Apparently her husband’s recognition had been enough to make her entirely drop her suspicions. Corpusculo kicked off his sandals at the door and padded to the far end of the room, where a hallway joined the entry and living area with the back of the house.


  “Vanilla!” he called. “Come on out, child. There’s someone here to see you.” Corpusculo motioned Magnanimo to a massive wooden chair that sat at the head of a large, black dining table near the front of the room. “Please, sit down.”


  Magnanimo removed his sandals and stepped hesitantly into the house, then seated himself at the table. Porcupina turned his sandals to face outward toward the door, then slipped off her sandals and glided toward the kitchen.


  Shyly, from the hallway, Magnanimo saw a cowering form approaching. Vanilla peeked into the room. Her hair was tied tightly behind her head in a coil. Suddenly, she ran forward with outstretched arms, squealing as she rushed toward her friend. He stood up quickly and stepped forward.


  “Magnanimo!” she screamed. “Oh, I’ve longed to see you!” She bounded toward his outstretched arms and they embraced. He whirled her through the air laughing and hugging her tightly.


  “I’ve come to take you back to Venus,” Magnanimo said. “Everything has been taken care of, so it’s quite safe.” He held her in his arms, with her head over his shoulder like an infant.


  “How is Cavortia?” she asked, hugging his neck tightly.


  “She escaped from prison,” he answered. “So at least I know she’s safe, but I haven’t found her yet.”


  Vanilla, relieved to hear that Cavortia had escaped, hugged his neck tightly again. At the same time, she was disappointed that he had not found Cavortia, but her disappointment did not spoil the joy she felt at seeing Magnanimo, being able to touch him again. She was elated and fulfilled at the sight of him and the feel of his strong arms around her. A sudden upwelling of love caused her to shiver and clutch him as tightly as she could. Yes, she thought, clinging to his neck, I do love him.


  The four of them then had a large country meal. Corpusculo and Porcupina were both somewhat heavy. They ate with great gusto and pressed food upon Magnanimo until he thought he would burst and had to loosen the sash of his robes. When they finished, and after a suitable interval to entertain his hosts with a few tales, Magnanimo suggested that he should be on his way. He had intended to return to Venus by nightfall. He had come alone in a wagon, into which they loaded Vanilla’s belongings. She had pitifully few things. Porcupina and she had made a few garments, which she took with her, as well as writing implements and several books. As a departing gift, Corpusculo gave her a small tapestry that Porcupina had woven the previous winter. It displayed a scene of the barmotez fields in glorious bloom, with a few wispy spring clouds hovering in the pink sky.


  “Thank you,” Vanilla said, embracing the couple. “I shall never forget my wonderful summer here.” Her heart ached, both to leave and to stay. She had grown fond of the couple.


  “Be sure to visit us,” they both said, taking her hands. “At least let us know how you fare,” Porcupina added. “It’s been lovely to have you here.”


  Corpusculo patted her cheek. “If you ever need work, Vanilla, we can always use such a pleasant worker. You’re welcome anytime here.”


  Vanilla thanked them again for being so kind. The couple stood outside and watched as Magnanimo jerked the reins, and a pair of fine ungulates pulled the wagon off down the road.


  Vanilla leaned close to him as he drove the wagon. “Oh, Magnanimo, it really is good to see you. I was beginning to think I would spend eternity there.” She could not stop embracing him, and sat close by him in the front of the wagon.


  “They seem like quite a nice couple,” Magnanimo answered.


  “Oh, they are,” she said quickly. “They’re very hospitable. It’s just that... well, it’s so far out in the country, there’s precious little entertainment but Porcupina’s conversation.”


  “And it gets monotonous?” he asked with a smile.


  “After a long while.”


  “What about the village?”


  “Oh, there is market day, but there’s nothing to see after you’ve been once in the village” she replied. “That’s not the worst part of it, though.”


  “Oh?” He put his arm around her, and she hugged him again. “So tell, me, what was the worst part?”


  Having at last admitted her own love for him, deep desire arose within her while she sat near him. Putting her mouth close by his ear, she whispered, “Do be a gentleman and ask me to stay the night?”


  “Anything for a friend,” he laughed, patting her shoulder. “And my tale’s long enough that it may take all night.”


  “Good.” They both laughed.


  He put one arm around her shoulder to pull her closer while holding the reins with the other. Even the sweaty smell of his robes seemed wonderful to her. She happily leaned against him, protected by his arm while the animals trotted before them.


  The farming village was close by the city and they were back in the heart of Venus before sunset. They entered the city through the narrow northeast gate, which was nothing more than a simple marble lintel over two columns, formally marking the city boundary. Magnanimo found his way to the nearest city guard house. He deposited the wagon there, so the beasts could be fed, and asked the guards to see that it was returned to the city’s central stables. He hoisted Vanilla’s small bag onto his shoulder, then took her hand. They walked together toward the nearest canal and caught a passenger boat that took them leisurely down the Grand Canal, through a few twisting minor waterways close to Magnanimo’s lodgings. Vanilla was so thrilled to be with him again that she held his hand with both of hers, leaning against him as they walked.


  After a light evening meal accompanied by quantities of cool wine, Vanilla cuddled against Magnanimo in his room above the restaurant, and requested that he tell her all about what he had been doing. He colored the tale of his journey to Scandia as brightly as he could, telling her of the life aboard ship, and how he had cursed with each shovel full of dirt while digging trenches, and cursed with each bag of grain he carried. He told her the tale, with a few omissions, until the point at which he arrived in Elysium.


  “But before I tell you what happened in Elysium,” he said, pouring her another cup of wine, “I have to make a confession, and a sincere apology.” He sat up rigidly on the pillows and held out the cup.


  “What?” she asked, leaning forward and cheerfully accepting the cup from his hand.


  “My father is an important man in Elysium.”


  “Oh?” She took a sip of wine. “It’s not unusual to have important parents.”


  “He’s the king.”


  Vanilla closed her eyes while the blood rushed from her head. Her cup tumbled slowly from her hand and crashed to the wooden floor, spilling wine when it shattered. She laid her right hand on his knee, and then used her left to steady herself on his shoulder. She breathed quietly for a moment, then opened her eyes, relieved not to have fainted. “Why didn’t you tell us this years ago?”


  He took both of her delicate hands between his palms and said, “I sincerely apologize for my unforgivable negligence.” He explained, with some difficulty, that he had originally been travelling incognito because it was so damnably difficult to make proper friends if they knew he was a Crown Prince. But after becoming so close to them, he had not the courage to tell them. “And that is why I must apologize,” he said. “I should have told you.”


  “I understand,” she said simply. She rose to pick up the shards of her cup, and cast them away in a dustbin. With shaking hands, she took a fresh cup from the table.


  “So,” Vanilla said, seating herself next to him again. “Shall we continue with the story? What happened in Elysium?” Keeping a hand’s breadth of space between them, she tried to sit properly with straight back.


  Magnanimo was relieved that she took the news so well, and had not become angry with him. She might have thrown him out the door. Perhaps Cavortia would take the knowledge with similar ease. He continued the story, picking up where his father sent a carriage to convey him from the docks to the palace. She was astounded to hear how he and Flaccido, and the other soldiers, had taken the governor’s palace.


  “You really executed Bubo?” she asked shuddering. “I can hardly believe it.”


  “I couldn’t either,” he admitted. It still made him squirm to think about the incident. He did not mention that he kept Bubo’s genitalia in that very room, strung up in a leather bag over the door. That might have been too much for her; without that grisly evidence, his story remained an abstraction that would not haunt her as it did him.


  “You’ve had so much more adventure than I,” she said with a sigh.


  He touched her cheek lightly. “You had your share, I hear,” he said. “It must have been difficult for you in prison.”


  “Oh, it was horribly dirty.” She shuddered. “But I don’t want to think about it.” She stretched her hand across his chest. “I’m so glad you found me.” A rush of warmth rose in her bosom, tingled her scalp. Suddenly she embraced him with all her strength. “Make love to me, Magnanimo. Hug me.”


  He obliged her tenderly, stripping off her clothing very slowly, pondering upon each bow that he untied. She looked thinner than before, but seemed to have developed stronger muscles. Her pale green skin was as smooth as ever.


  Vanilla felt herself in dire need of a thorough rutting. But even more, she was in need of someone to embrace and a pair of comforting arms to cradle her. When he dealt with her clothing too slowly, she pushed off her skirt in a rush, then opened his robes herself without waiting for him.


  Lying on her back, Vanilla pulled Magnanimo over herself. She wanted to feel his weight pressing down on her and embraced him with enthusiasm. Her legs spread widely in the air, she guided his central penis eagerly toward herself. When the tip of it touched her, tears welled up in her eyes and she ached for him to fill her. He slid easily into position before her, and she shivered quietly, pulling his hips closer. Sinuously with quick shallow thrusts, he moved against her. He did not maintain a tempo, but varied the rhythm and depth of each, taking great care with the tenderness of his touch and the softness of his admiring words. Forgetting about his own satisfaction, he revelled in her contented gasps of surprise at each unpredictable thrust. He ran his tongue between the small cones of her pale green breasts, delighting in the sight of their large, dome-shaped areolae, then circled her tiny lavender nipples one by one with his darting tongue. He caressed her arms and nibbled her fingers. Tender feelings of satisfaction coursed through him, knowing that she needed his presence.


  Vanilla wanted every part of her to be touched and fondled. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply through her opened mouth, reaching down to begin massaging herself slowly with both hands. Sometimes delving one finger toward the vaginal tunnel, she brought up its nectar, then wrapped her fingers around his left and right shafts, feeling their heat burn in her palms while the other pulsed between her thighs. She thus brought herself to a shuddering climax almost instantly with a stifled cry. He let her touch herself, not intervening, but covering her and keeping his arms around her neck and shoulders. While he covered her, melting into her, she thought distinctly “he’s a prince, and he’s in my vagina.” Then she told herself that was a silly attitude. It was no different than him saying “she’s a violist and she’s wrapped around my penis.” He had been inside her before, and he was no different now. He was right where he belonged, and it felt good and comfortable to have him there.


  Magnanimo took somewhat longer than Vanilla had to reach his own orgasm. He began to penetrate more deeply into her with a slower rhythm as her hands roamed freely over his back and hips, pinching and massaging. His penis twitched quietly, and eventually released a slow ejaculation that bubbled away into the recesses of her womb.


  After they had both been fulfilled, Magnanimo lay on his side facing her, and with another penis inserted in a haphazard way between her legs, they made love slowly with utmost delay while conversing in whispers, often forgetting to move their bodies at all. They punctuated their conversation with passionate kisses, exploring each other’s sweet mouths and ears. He cared individually for all the lonely outposts of her body, bringing water to the parched desert. The nooks below her jaws, her teeth and palate, her clavicle, the hollows beneath her arms, the crooks of her elbows and knees, the soles of her feet and her ankles—all received their due homage of kisses and caresses, nibbles and nudges, sweet manna to sustain them. She was most in need of his comforting embrace and sighed repeatedly, hugging him closely.


  Magnanimo’s second orgasm was achieved in synchrony with her final dissolution in so leisurely a manner by their gentle rocking that their bodies melted together beneath a pleasant glow that fell upon them like a tropical mist. Vanilla lay with her eyes half closed, smiling abstractly, carried away by the purest white clouds of ecstasy.


  Magnanimo got up from the bed once, much later, to put out the lamp and return with a thin coverlet. They lay naked in each other’s arms, listening to the far off sounds of the city through the open window. Sometime later they both fell asleep. Each of them dreamed of Cavortia.


  Vanilla and Magnanimo made love again in the morning and then, still naked, they sat on pillows in Magnanimo’s room above the restaurant and had a breakfast of cold tea and fruit, kindly provided by the proprietor.


  “Now we must find Cavortia,” Magnanimo said to her. “Do you know anyone else whom she might have contacted?”


  Vanilla reached over and clasped his arm. “If anyone knows where she is, it would be her father,” she said. She took another fruit and lovingly peeled it with graceful fingers before handing it to him.


  “But I have no idea how to contact her father,” he said accepting the fruit. “I suppose I could publish a sheet asking for anyone with information to step forward.”


  “You silly man,” she said laughing at his forgetfulness. She brushed his cheek with her hand, then pinched his lips. “Think.”


  He thought, then shook his head.


  She laughed aloud. “You know that we’ve been friends since childhood. I know very well where her father lives. I have been there often enough.”


  That thought had not occurred to him, and he gaped momentarily. “Of course. I had forgotten that fact.”


  They both burst into laughter.


  “I’ll take you there this morning.” She gazed at him quietly with a feeling of contentment. He returned her gaze and reached out to caress one breast with his fingertips.


  “If we start again, we’ll never get there today,” she scolded.


  They finished their breakfast quickly and dressed. Magnanimo donned his tight trousers and jerkin while she put on a light wrapped skirt that Porcupina had made for her and covered her torso with a thin short-sleeved shirt. They set off down the street and hailed a passenger boat at the first canal.


  


  * * *


  Cavortia’s father, Pescadalio, lived on a large estate outside of Venus in the foothills south of the city. With him lived his wife Beytkliye, who was Cavortia’s mother, and several servants. Pescadalio’s family had held the land for many generations, and nearly all of the servants who lived with them were descendants of servants who had also lived with the family for generations, forming something of a clan. The main residence of the estate was a massive, rambling mansion in the old Venusian style with four delicate towers topped by flagpoles from which flew the family colors. In former days, guards were perpetually stationed in the towers, but the enemies against whom they guarded were long since gone. The house was situated on the crest of a heavily wooded hill near the center of the family estate, and possessed a commanding view of the lake. Around the main house were other houses inhabited by servants, and the ensemble was completed by several outbuildings that were used primarily for storage.


  Vanilla and Magnanimo arrived at the estate gates in a borrowed carriage drawn by four dappled ungulates and driven by a city guard. Magnanimo was suitably impressed by the extent of the estate and the mansion, and told Vanilla that he had no idea Cavortia’s family was so well-to-do.


  “Wait until you meet her father,” Vanilla said to him.


  The gatekeeper sauntered out as the carriage pulled up. He raised one hand. “State your business,” he called loudly.


  “I bring two visitors from Venus,” the driver yelled back. He pulled the carriage to a stop and allowed the gatekeeper to approach. He walked to the door of the carriage and peered inside.


  “Why, I know you, young lady,” he said with a smile, recognizing Vanilla. “You’re Vanilla, a friend of young Cavortia.”


  “Hello,” Vanilla answered, putting on a sweet, girlish voice. “We’re here on urgent business with the family. Won’t you let us pass?”


  “By all means, yes,” he answered and trotted away to open the gates. When he had done so, he stood aside and bowed as the carriage drove through and continued along a smooth gravelled road that wound a short way up the hill to the mansion’s front entrance.


  When the carriage stopped, Magnanimo and Vanilla stepped down onto clean cobblestones laid in circular patterns before the entrance. A doorman stepped out of the house and greeted them, then instructed the driver to go back down the hill where his animals would be cared for while he rested.


  “Greetings, Vanilla,” the doorman said when the carriage had pulled away and she stood with Magnanimo under the pillars of the porch.


  “Greetings,” Vanilla said back, bowing deeply. “Please announce myself and...”


  “Magnanimo of Elysium,” Magnanimo interrupted her quickly, bowing deeply.


  “By all means,” the doorman answered. Turning away, he bid them to follow him into the entry hall.


  It took some time to find the master of the house. During this time Magnanimo and Vanilla conversed in whispers as they gazed around at the white vaulted ceiling set about with huge stained glass windows.


  “You almost introduced me as the prince, eh?” he asked teasingly.


  “Actually, yes,” she blushed. “Why shouldn’t you assume your real persona?”


  He frowned, and looking back up at the ceiling said, “there will be plenty of time to introduce myself properly later. Let’s wait to see what her father knows.” He studied the ceiling. Each immense window depicted a different scene, but they were tied together by the common theme of a garden, which was shown in each season of the year. There were eight windows all together, so that a full circle around the dome encompassed a two year period.


  Presently a voice greeted them from the inner doorway.


  “Greetings, Vanilla. How do you fare?” The voice was deep and rich. Magnanimo and Vanilla both turned to see the apparent master of the house approach. He wore a short, off-white garment made of a single piece of cloth. It was more like a shawl or a towel with a hole for the neck, and bound up at the middle leaving the sides open to the air. It ended above his knees. Magnanimo looked closely, noting the fineness of the weave, while thinking that such garments had not been in style for years. He thought about this for a moment, and then wondered if they ever had been in style.


  “Greetings Pescadalio,” Vanilla said. “My companion is Magnanimo of Elysium.”


  “You come a long distance, my friend,” Pescadalio said smiling. He bowed in unison with Magnanimo.


  “Greetings,” Magnanimo returned. “The way is short when it ends in as pleasant a destination, sir. My compliments on your magnificent entry hall.”


  “I wish I could take the credit, my friend,” Pescadalio laughed. “For that you can thank my great-to-the-enth-grandfather.” Sensing Magnanimo to be a man of taste with an interest in tradition, he talked enthusiastically for some time, pointing out various details of the ceiling. Magnanimo absorbed the information with unfeigned interest, interposing a few genuine questions.


  “Pescadalio!” A rich female voice boomed out, startling them all and echoing from the high ceiling. “You’ll bore our guests to tears before they’ve had a chance to rest or drink.” Pescadalio broke off his lecture. At the door stood his wife, Beytkliye. Magnanimo was startled when he first saw her, mistaking her for Cavortia. But as he continued to look at her, he saw their differences. She was clearly older, but with an unlined face, and had precisely the same figure as her daughter. Her legs were bare in a short off-white garment matching her husband’s attire, and Magnanimo noticed that her legs were shaped the same way as Cavortia’s legs. The sides of the garment were open and revealing. He believed her body beneath the clothing to be nearly identical to Cavortia’s in every respect.


  “Oh,” Pescadalio said suddenly. “Indeed you’re right. How thoughtless of me. Please, enter and let us partake of some refreshment.” He bowed, motioning them through the doors, following behind them. Beytkliye led the way with swaying hips. Magnanimo found the motion to be exactly like Cavortia’s walk. They went through a hallway with another high ceiling, then through a set of tall and sumptuously carved doors into an inner courtyard. It was engulfed in leafy sub-tropical plants, which were climbing the walls with tendrils. Several trees spread their branches over a central circle of cobblestones upon which there sat a low table of dark wood, with a number of thick pillows set around it.


  “Please, be seated,” Pescadalio said to his guests. As they sat down, he said to his wife, “Vanilla has brought a guest. His name is Magnanimo. He has come all the way from Elysium.”


  “All that way?” she inquired with an astonished tone, raising her eyebrows.


  “Not in one day, of course,” Magnanimo jested. They all laughed.


  “Of course,” Beytkliye said. “May I offer you cool wine, perhaps, or a fruit drink? We also have a local ale if you prefer.” Magnanimo and Vanilla both answered that anything would do, so she sent a servant off to bring something appropriate, certain that he would choose wisely.


  “My wife, Beytkliye,” Pescadalio said as he sat down.


  “About time you introduced me.” She nodded her head saying, “An honor to meet you.”


  “So what brings you out here, Vanilla?” asked Pescadalio. “And with your charming friend. Your fiancé perhaps?”


  “Oh, no,” Vanilla hastened to reply, dropping her gay expression. Magnanimo chuckled.


  “She’s here at my request, I’m afraid,” Magnanimo interjected before she could continue. “I insisted.”


  “Ah, well, how can we serve you, then?” inquired Pescadalio.


  “Let them gather their wits, a moment, husband,” Beytkliye put in, laying her hand on his arm. “They’ve only just arrived.”


  “Again, forgive me,” Pescadalio said. “What news then, Vanilla?”


  She talked for a few moments about events of little consequence in the city. Though by that time they were not at all recent, she recalled concerts she had given and attended, and she gossiped about the doings of various famous dancers and musicians. Beytkliye kept up the host’s end of the conversation with quips and appropriate questions to keep things moving along from topic to topic. Beytkliye and Vanilla were both quite aware that they were playing out the traditional opening conversations, and seemed to be enjoying the way it annoyed Pescadalio. Eventually as the host, Beytkliye would lead into the business that had brought them there, but at her own leisure. Her husband, though, had less patience with the role. He was thankful that their drinks soon arrived, and they could at last make a toast.


  When they had drunk a toast, Pescadalio turned to Magnanimo. “Perhaps, sir, you might be interested in a tour of the house?”


  Magnanimo jumped on the opportunity eagerly. He sensed already that Pescadalio was a man of action, and they might well proceed directly to the heart of the conversation. There would be time for relaxation later.


  As they walked away, drinks in hand, Pescadalio said to him in a low voice, “Small talk is all very well, you know, but...” He let the comment trail off.


  “I understand very well, sir,” Magnanimo answered with a smile. They wandered back out toward the entry hall.


  “I knew you at once for a man of breeding, Magnanimo,” Pescadalio said as they entered the main hallway. “A landed man, if I’m not mistaken?”


  “Right you are, sir. How could you have guessed?”


  “The stained glass, my friend.” Magnanimo looked puzzled. Pescadalio continued, “You recognized the artist, if I’m not mistaken again. Were it not so, you might not have commented upon the windows at all.”


  “Quite right,” Magnanimo agreed. The stained glass was exquisite, and Pescadalio’s comment confirmed to him that he knew the artist’s work on sight. He sipped the fruity wine.


  “Let’s retire to the library,” Pescadalio invited. He turned toward a nearby doorway and slid open the doors. The room was magnificently arrayed with leather furnishings, and well lit by large transparent windows overlooking the courtyard. They could see Beytkliye and Vanilla through the rippled glass, still conversing. The two women had moved their pillows to sit next to each other, and were laughing together like old friends and patting each other’s hands. When Magnanimo realized that actually they were old friends, the scene ceased to seem strange.


  “So I asked myself,” Pescadalio said, taking a seat facing the courtyard, “what a man of breeding, from the far country of Elysium, might find of interest in an old country estate.”


  Magnanimo took this as a direct invitation to state his business clearly, so he said, “Your daughter, sir.”


  “Ah.” Pescadalio nodded thoughtfully. “Anything in particular about my daughter?” He glanced at Magnanimo over the rim of his glass.


  Magnanimo looked at Pescadalio directly, taking the seat next to him. “I hardly know where to begin, sir. Your daughter and I were, uh, close friends, so to speak.”


  Pescadalio laughed out loud. “Oh, please, there’s no need of euphemism, my friend.” He held out his hands. “We’re all quite aware of her illustrious profession. She’s a guild woman, it’s true, and that’s no stain on this house. It runs in the family, you might say.” He frowned, then whispered with a sly smile, “A common whore is one thing, and a guild woman is quite another, as I’m sure you’re aware.”


  “Quite aware, sir.” Magnanimo was relieved that he would not have to engage in an extended interchange of euphemism and delicate flank approaches.


  “You are a client of hers?”


  “I was sir, I’ll admit.” He almost boasted that he could well afford the best, but restrained himself. “That is, I was a client until her retirement.”


  “And then?”


  “We saw each other frequently. As friends.” Magnanimo paused. “Quite candidly, sir, we were lovers.”


  “She did mention that she had all but retired,” Pescadalio continued. “I wasn’t sure whether to believe it or not, but it seems confirmed.”


  “Oh, it’s true enough sir.” Magnanimo looked away. “If it doesn’t seem too brash, though, I believed I might eventually persuade her to marry me.”


  This last statement surprised Pescadalio. “Marriage, eh? Interesting thought.” He looked at Magnanimo steadily and twirled his glass.


  “I am in love with your daughter sir,” he said distinctly. “Deeply in love with your daughter.”


  Pescadalio raised his brows. “She never mentioned the prospect.”


  “I mean it sincerely, though. She’s turned me down any number of times.” He felt compelled to lower his eyes, and took a hesitant sip of wine.


  “But why come to me?” Pescadalio asked. He knew that it was one of two reasons. Either the man was a government spy trying to find her, or he was stating the truth and earnestly looking for her. He doubted the former, as the bumbling government agents had long since been to see him and gone way knowing nothing new. He hoped to draw out Magnanimo’s story.


  “I don’t know where she’s gone, to tell the truth,” Magnanimo stated, gazing out the window.


  “You lost her then?”


  “In a manner of speaking, I suppose I did lose her. Or she lost me.”


  Pescadalio arose and walked to a nearby cabinet. “It sounds like there’s a tale here, my young friend. Let’s pour a stronger drink fit for a manly tale, eh?” He smiled, pulling out a short bottle filled with dark liquid.


  “Thank you sir, that would be welcome indeed.” Magnanimo returned his smile and downed the last of his wine with a flourish. Pescadalio filled both of their glasses halfway with a heavy black liquid that clung to the glass like oil. It was a potent Scandian beverage with a heady aroma that instantly cleared the nasal passages and sent a jolt to the nerves.


  “To Cavortia,” Magnanimo said. They raised their glasses and drank.


  “Pray, continue,” Pescadalio said, pulling forth a small table upon which he set the bottle. “And help yourself. No ceremony here, eh.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Magnanimo began the tale with a description of himself returning to Venus to find that Cavortia had been in some trouble, which he did not specify, and she thought it prudent to leave Venus immediately. He continued on to narrate how they had boarded a merchant ship and sailed up the Ferentine coast through the Euxinian Narrows.


  “And where were you headed, if I might ask?” Pescadalio tapped the rim of his glass. “Simple curiosity, of course.”


  “To Elysium, sir,” Magnanimo answered. “I thought to take her back to my own country. I knew she would be safe there.”


  “Of course. A good thought.” Pescadalio was sure there were a few key points that Magnanimo was glossing over, but did not wish to interrupt the young man’s earnest narrative to ask too many questions yet. “Please continue.”


  Magnanimo told of how the ship was boarded by pirates, how he fell overboard. “And that was that last I saw of her, sir.” He downed another sip of the liquor and leaned back in his chair.


  Pescadalio nodded, without showing any signs of particular excitement. “So you had the means, on a moment’s notice,” he said with a sidelong look, “to commandeer a sailing rig with captain and full crew in order to whisk my daughter off to Elysium?”


  Magnanimo had not considered that point. It was a glaring flaw in his casual attempt to seem like a simple merchant. He laughed. “I’m afraid you have me, there. The fact is, sir, that I’m not actually a merchant.”


  “Instead you are...?” led Pescadalio with a quizzical look.


  Magnanimo’s eyes sought the floor. Clutching his glass, he whispered, “the Crown Prince of Elysium, I’m afraid.”


  Pescadalio nearly choked on his liquor. He sat up coughing and patting his chest. Looked at Magnanimo, he began laughing and slapped the other’s knee. “Ha! Man of breeding indeed!” He roared a great laugh.


  “Afraid so, sir.” Magnanimo joined his laughter.


  Pescadalio was not aware of any recent events in Venus, and listened intently as Magnanimo explained all that had transpired since he fell overboard. He went quickly through his trip back to Elysium, picking up the narrative in greater detail after his arrival back in Venus.


  “So, I found Vanilla easily enough,” he concluded, “through the old hag that fed her.”


  “But Cavortia?”


  “That was quite another matter, sir,” he continued. “The old woman led her away, sure enough, but was unable to follow her movements. She had no idea where Cavortia might have gone.”


  “I believe your story.”


  “I’m glad you do, sir.”


  “I can tell you now, I suppose,” Pescadalio said setting his glass on the nearby table, “that I know exactly where Cavortia is.”


  Magnanimo broke out in an enthusiastic smile and sat forward. “Where?”


  “She’s not far away. She’s safe,” Pescadalio replied. “Since I knew she was safe the whole time, of course, nothing you said about her being lost at sea could have horrified me in the least.”


  Magnanimo had noticed that he had seemed to receive all manner of distressing news with unusual calm. He had attributed it merely to a calm personality, rather than to certain knowledge that his daughter was perfectly safe. “Please, do tell me where,” he pleaded.


  “Oh, certainly I will,” Pescadalio continued, pouring them both another glass of the dark liquor. “But it’s late in the day. You’d never make it there early enough to politely call for her. Please, stay and dine with us this evening.”


  “That would be welcome, sir.” Magnanimo felt like rushing off immediately, but thought it better to follow Pescadalio’s advice and proceed as he thought fit.


  “In the meantime, let us continue with our tour,” Pescadalio invited, standing up. “It’s a grand old mansion.”


  “I’m sure it is,” Magnanimo said as they started off. He was genuinely intrigued by what he had seen of it thus far, and wished to see more.


  They left the library with their glasses of liquor in hand and wandered off to see the house. Pescadalio’s mansion rambled on and on, each room filled with furniture, carved chests and tables, display shelves handed down through generations. Magnanimo thought it a wonderful home, and was happy to know the place where his Cavortia had grown up. They ended their tour in a great hall hung with massive tapestries.


  “We don’t use this room for its original purpose any more,” Pescadalio explained as they entered. His voice echoed from the ceiling.


  “It’s quite regal,” Magnanimo offered, looking up at the tapestries.


  “Thank you,” Pescadalio answered. “A compliment from one who should know regal splendor, eh?”


  Magnanimo laughed warmly.


  The tapestries depicted a number of ancient battles in which the family had played a part. At the head of the room, opposite the main entrance, was a tapestry larger than all the rest. It covered an entire wall and depicted a number of courtiers, dressed in the ancient style with flowing translucent robes and heavy wigs. Magnanimo noted that the garments, though much longer, were of the same cut as Pescadalio’s current attire. At the center of the scene was a young man of emerald hue with his long black hair tied back. He was depicted in the act of receiving a sword from an older man who was much taller with graying hair and golden lines radiating from his head.


  “This one depicts the founding of the estate,” Pescadalio offered, following Magnanimo’s gaze to the tapestry. They strode forward, as Pescadalio pointed out his ancestor, in the center, receiving the estate sword and the lands from the king of Arcadia. He explained that at that time, Arcadia was a kingdom. It had been united under one monarch long before it dissolved into a group of separate city states with locally elected governments.


  “The estate is that old, then?” Magnanimo asked in a whisper.


  “Oh, more than two thousand years old,” Pescadalio said proudly. “Predates the founding of Venus,” he added in a softer voice.


  Magnanimo was impressed and pleased with this bit of information. It certainly put their families on a par for the antiquity of their land holdings. He asked Pescadalio a number of other questions pertaining to the family history as they strode back toward the courtyard to join Beytkliye and Vanilla.


  Upon reaching the courtyard, however, they were informed by the grounds-keeper that the ladies had long since retired indoors and they might be found in one of the sitting rooms. They were found, however, in the library, with their heads bent over a heavy book. As the men entered, they stood up. Beytkliye closed the book and pushed it away.


  Pescadalio glanced at it. “Ah, of course,” he said, putting his arm around his wife’s shoulder. “Checking up on Magnanimo’s family background.”


  “Vanilla was just telling me about our guest,” she said laughingly. She brushed back some stray hairs. “Naturally I was curious.”


  Pescadalio picked up the book, reading off the title. “The Kingdom of Elysium. The history of its royal family, and other noble houses, et cetera et cetera...” He set it back upon the table.


  Turning to Magnanimo, Beytkliye put her hand upon his arm. A beautiful smile spread across her violet lips. “But your secret is safe with us.” For an instant, Magnanimo again saw the breathtaking visage of Cavortia before him.


  Dinner was soon served, and Magnanimo found it superb, commenting that they employed a wonderful chef. A delicious feast of traditional Arcadian dishes was laid out for them. It consisted primarily of many small bowls featuring minuscule portions of spiced vegetable dishes artfully arranged and precisely placed in front of each guest. Learning that Magnanimo was also a vegetarian, the hosts curtailed most of the meat dishes they might otherwise have offered to guests and brought on a number of delicate fruits to finish off the meal.


  Their dinner conversation naturally turned to stories. Magnanimo was obliged to relate again for Beytkliye the story of his recent voyages. During their conversation, Magnanimo could hardly glance away from Beytkliye. She was a beautiful woman, and her resemblance to Cavortia fascinated him. Though with greater maturity and more pronounced angles to her body, especially her jaw line, she exuded the same deep green beauty as Cavortia. They resembled each other strongly in both manner and physical appearance. Even their eyes were the same golden color. She led him into telling of his family and the customs of Elysium, particularly with regard to women and styles of clothing. Beytkliye spoke animatedly of her youth in Argyre, while Magnanimo related tales of Elysium. They then spoke of the native arts, and eventually came around to speaking of music and the performing arts. Magnanimo described for her some of the native Elysian dances, in as poetic a manner as he could, though he apologized for the poorness of his prose and narrative style.


  “I should dearly love to see the dances of Elysium,” Beytkliye said. “You describe them so beautifully, Magnanimo.”


  “My wife is also an accomplished dancer,” Pescadalio interrupted. “She wooed me with her dancing.” Turning to her, he asked, “Do you remember the first time you danced for me?”


  “Indeed I do,” she said, suddenly feeling far away. An amusing thought occurred to her and she returned his gaze questioningly, then shook off the thought, looking away.


  “I would be honored to see even a portion of Argyran dance,” interjected Magnanimo. “That is, if you’re feeling up to it, of course.”


  “A splendid idea!” exclaimed Pescadalio. He clapped his hands twice to call the servants.


  “Really, I don’t think so,” Beytkliye demurred, trying to sound bashful, but not succeeding very well. The flash of her golden eyes belied her.


  Magnanimo encouraged her to try it. “After all, I’ve never seen any Argyran dancing.”


  “Well, perhaps briefly,” Beytkliye said at last, rising up from her pillow.


  A servant appeared, and Pescadalio requested that he bring a lute. When it arrived, he found that it was badly out of tune. He chided the servant good-naturedly, and began to tune the instrument. His plucking gradually turned from thrumming octaves to tune the strings into the beginnings of a melody. The instrument’s tuning sounded exotic and Magnanimo did not recognize the melody, but Pescadalio and Beytkliye were exchanging meaningful glances. She slowly shook her head, while her eyes locked onto his.


  “Go right ahead,” Pescadalio encouraged her, picking up the melody and weaving through simple improvisations. He bobbed his head nonchalantly.


  “Oh, no,” she scolded him, “I couldn’t. Really.” Her tone did not indicate a strong disinclination, and her hands had already begun to flutter about in the air. Her husband must have had the same amusing thought as she.


  “Not guests, my dear.” Pescadalio smiled. “Practically family. Why Vanilla has been running through these halls since she was a baby.” He continued plucking at the lute. “The young man may soon be married to your daughter.”


  “That is true,” she said lightly. Her eyes darted to the rhythm of his strumming.


  Pescadalio said coaxingly, “It is the custom, is it not?”


  Magnanimo was listening to the beginnings of lovely music that carried away his thoughts. A servant girl in white gown entered, with a small reed instrument and began blowing it softly. The sound was mellow, and Magnanimo thought it was pitched quite low for the instrument’s size. She picked up the tunes of the lute and sent them back in intricate variations. They tossed scraps of melody between them. Pescadalio on his lute started up a multiplicity of tones simultaneously, plucking happily with all of his fingers. Presently, another servant entered with a set of small bells of varying sizes set in an iron rack from which they depended. He set this on the floor away from the door and began to strike the bells delicately with tiny hammers, hesitantly at first, and then circling the sounds of the other instruments with a shimmering backdrop. The sound was like the sweet tinkling of wind chimes on a spring day and the whole scene evoked images of early spring with budding flowers and light scents on a damp breeze.


  Pescadalio nodded to his wife encouragingly, still picking out his melodies and continuing his interchange with the reed and the bells. “This is a dance that I loved to watch,” Pescadalio said. “If she’ll get on with it.” He smiled to Magnanimo.


  Beytkliye stood up and crossed to the center of the room. She moved with the light grace of a sapling in the wind and stepped forward to say, “This is the story of a young woman, in ages past, who was seduced by a gryphon. The beast was really a prince who had been put under a spell.”


  Her hands began to quiver like leaves in the wind with the rhythm of the bells, which was gradually becoming more focused. From somewhere another servant entered with three small drums. He handed the largest one to Vanilla, then sat down and began working an intricate rhythm that began slowly as a voice of its own with a wide variety of tones, in complete asynchrony to the rest of the tapestry of sound. Vanilla’s drum beat, heard only rarely, outlined the longest, deepest focal points of the extended musical phrases.


  With her hands stretched forth fluidly, in an emulation of swaying branches, Beytkliye’s feet began light steps, here and there across the floor. As she picked up the rhythm, she began to remove her clothing with such dexterity that it seemed rather more to fall from her body of its own accord, like the slow dropping of autumn leaves, than to be intentionally plucked away by her own hands. She had only one garment, but it seemed to drop from her body innumerable times. Her hips and buttocks, still firm and youthful, swayed seductively. She turned in her dance, and faced the small audience. A thrill ran through Magnanimo’s groin as his eyes drank in the exquisite curves of her four green breasts and the suppleness of her limbs, looking uncannily like Cavortia, her daughter. Yes, Magnanimo thought, her body was exactly like Cavortia’s. Beytkliye was, even past childbearing age, still firmly muscled with a taut abdomen. Her whole body was of perfect proportion and well-attuned to her dancing. Her muscles rippled like wind across a grassy meadow, her hands swayed with a breathtaking grace that would have been a source of envy to many a younger woman. Not a wrinkle of age was on her perfect impassive face. She bore a completely emotionless expression as if her face were a carved mask. Only her eyes, forcibly opened to their widest extent, darted to and fro rhythmically. Each limb of her body swayed in perfect accord, each carrying a portion of the complex rhythmic tapestry of the music; even her darting eyes played their part. Her arms and fingers became branches and leaves and flowers; a whole forest of riotous flora radiated from her body.


  Her dance moved from the delicacy of spring to the more passionate and physically demanding pace of summer. Because of her complete nakedness, the dance became more obviously sexual in nature. It was intended to be seductive, as suited a tale of seduction. The pace quickened and her hands darted to and fro touching her body here and there, and then flying away as if slapped. The dance became wilder and her bound hair rotated about her head. She performed leaps with bent knees and outspread legs, representing the woman in the tale being chased by the gryphon. The lightest touch of a breeze wafted momentarily through the room, carrying her delicate scent. Magnanimo, realizing that she was sexually aroused, felt a stiffening between his thighs. The scent reminded him instantly of Cavortia again, and he began to see the daughter more clearly in Beytkliye’s movements.


  Presently, the woman in the tale was caught. From somewhere, Beytkliye produced a slender object made of polished stone, the length of a hand and two fingers wide. As she darted about her legs with it, she untied the heavy ribbon in her hair, letting long curling tresses of deep blue cascade about her shoulders. With sinuous rotations of her head, she threw her hair behind her in a whirl, then cast it forward again. She repeated this and her hair appeared to be a deep blue aura radiating from her face. As the rhythm pounded, the slender object seemed to find its way between her outspread thighs. The music changed, and became a heavily pulsating drone as she collapsed to the floor with the slender object, guided by her hands like a sword, flailed about her thighs and toward her pubic triangle, as she mimed her protest, finally giving in to its thrusts, slowly opening her legs. Magnanimo could see a glistening as the object penetrated her vaginal opening. The rhythm subsided into slow waves as she glided it briefly in and out. Her legs, bent and raised on the tips of her toes to lift her hips from the floor, jerked in spasmodic rhythm which was slowly dampened: the seduction by the gryphon symbolically played out. Her arms became the gryphon’s outspread wings, fluttering down around her protectively. Her scent filled the room.


  The dance continued with a lighter, quicker rhythm as she regained her feet. She dashed about, miming joy and exultation and embracing the unseen companion gryphon, having been released from his spell. The rhythm faded into a slow marching and the drums ceased. The woven melodies of reed and lute became sparser, evaporating slowly. While the quivering motion of her hands and arms subsided, she stood stiffly, and the sound shimmered briefly, then vanished into silence.


  Magnanimo sat spellbound, his erections had calmed substantially but he was still aroused. He dared not to move lest the air be shattered. Her sweet scent was still in the air, lingering and gradually settling over everything. He began to breathe deeply, trying to capture the scent before it faded.


  Beytkliye relaxed, smiling toward the small audience. She bowed.


  “That was... nearly unbelievable,” Magnanimo whispered, sitting up. He reached for a cup of wine. They all drank a toast to Beytkliye’s lovely dancing. “Your body is as supple as a young girl’s, Beytkliye. An awe inspiring display.”


  “Yes, it was wonderful,” Vanilla agreed. She handed the drum back to a servant, who engaged her in conversation.


  Then Beytkliye crossed over to stand in front of Magnanimo with her hands on her hips. Her chest rose and fell, her breathing still rapid from her exertion. “You intend to wed my daughter,” she said. Her tone was not questioning, it was a flat statement.


  “Yes, if she will have me. But that is uncertain.”


  Beytkliye held out one hand toward him. “Follow me.” Her face still retained the impassive mask she had worn throughout her dance. She was entirely naked.


  Pescadalio had entered an earnest conversation with Vanilla and the other musicians. Magnanimo glanced at him, and then around the room, but the others seemed to intentionally ignore him. He seemed to have no choice but to follow her.


  “Follow me,” Beytkliye repeated, stepping forward to take his hand. Magnanimo stood up to follow her. They left the room in silence as she led him away by the hand.


  In the hallway, as they walked along, her face relaxed into a smile. She clung to his arm and pressed her breasts against him.


  “In Argyre,” she said softly in her mellow voice, “it is customary for the mother of the bride to test the waters.” Magnanimo looked at her with a blank expression and blinked. “That is,” she continued as they walked, “to sample the groom’s wares.”


  “I’m not sure I understand,” he said thickly. He tried not to think about the possibility which had occurred to him.


  “To insure that the groom is virile, and worthy of my exalted daughter’s company.” She laughed and held more tightly to his arm.


  Magnanimo looked down at Beytkliye. Her golden eyes were twinkling and she wore the warmest of smiles on parted lips. The outlines of her breasts were most distracting and his eyes wandered toward them. She could have been Cavortia at that moment. “To sample the wares?” he asked, hoping his instincts were not leading him astray.


  “You’re supposed to sleep with me,” she answered with a quiet pout. She slid one hand across his stomach, and let it brush past his swollen codpiece. “And be judged by your performance. If you pass the test, the parents will consent to the marriage. Provided Cavortia accepts, of course.” She led him toward a stairwell, still clinging to his arm.


  “An interesting custom,” he admitted, as he put his arm hesitantly around her shoulder. They ascended the stairs to a small room with a balcony that overlooked the courtyard. It contained only a low table, set with glasses and a bottle of wine. A delicate woven carpet of barmotez wool was on the floor and a number of soft pillows had been strewn about. When she closed the door behind them, Magnanimo noticed that the night was cool and quiet, with only the faintest stirrings of a breeze through the opened balcony doors and the hollow chirping of night insects beyond.


  As he stood looking out the doors into the dimly lit courtyard, she approached him from behind and put her arms around his hips, hugging herself to him. “Besides,” she said, purring deep in her throat, “I’ve never slept with an Elysian man, and the opportunity is too precious to miss.”


  He turned around to face her. He held her chin lightly with one hand, and putting the other across her shoulders, he pulled her close to kiss her parted violet lips. The taste was sweet, like Cavortia’s lips. He wanted to taste more, and he delved between them with his tongue, then pulled back. “For Cavortia,” he whispered.


  She pressed her lips hungrily to his, meeting his tongue, and slipped her hands into his shirt. Suddenly, she pulled back slightly, releasing her lips from his. Wondering how he liked a demanding woman, she grabbed the sash of his trousers in one hand. “Perform for me,” she hissed, baring her clenched teeth. “Are you a man? Prove that you can take my daughter.” She let go of his trousers and pulled open his shirt violently, ripping apart the ties that bound it, to bare his broad chest. Adroitly, she undid the sash of his tight fitting trousers. Reaching into his pants with both hands, she looked into his eyes and pulled back her lips. Her wild golden eyes darted and flashed. “Show me the Elysian sceptres of legend!”


  Magnanimo stepped out of his trousers, freeing his three erect organs. He pulled Beytkliye close again, forcing her chest against his, and reached around her back. He pulled up her leg with one hand as his other found her slippery labia from behind. She locked her hands behind his neck, and he was able to hoist her off the floor.


  “They are here,” he said roughly, matching her barbaric tone. He bit his lip and plunged his central penis suddenly into her, willing it to tear her abdomen apart.


  She gasped as he entered. “Oh, they’re fine tools,” she whispered, biting into his chin. “Ravish me!” She began to work her hips back and forth, held aloft by his hands, stimulating herself against the thick root of his central penis. Her legs where crossed behind his hips. He worked one hand in between their sealed bodies, and with his hand, stimulated her further until she gasped again and gripped him tightly in satisfaction, purring into his ear. Contractions rippled quickly along her vagina.


  He carried her thus to the pillows and laid her down upon them, then abandoned himself to a frenzy of chaotic thrusting. He gripped her thighs, pushing and pulling her hips to meet him. Before long, he reached the height of his pre-orgasmic wave, and then ejaculated with several warm pulses. He then eased himself down to lie beside her.


  “Now, be gentle,” she whispered, nuzzling her lips against his ear. “Care for my pleasure.”


  Descending her chest with his lips, brushing down between the two pairs of breasts, he lingered over her navel before gently parting her legs to delve with his tongue upon her sex. Keeping his rhythm soft and gentle, he nibbled and tapped with his tongue, pouring kisses into her damp folds, then bringing his hands to bear, coaxed her into a slow orgasm. Bending forward to embrace his head, pressing him into her sex, she quivered briefly and wrapped her legs around his back, clutching him. She lay still for some moments, while he rested his face against her belly, breathing calmly.


  Beytkliye giggled, releasing him slowly and rubbing her breasts against his chest. “Satisfactory,” she said, tugging playfully on her own hardened nipples. “I grant you permission to woo my daughter.”


  “Thank you,” he replied with a grin. “I shall.”


  As they lay with their bodies close together on the pillows, Beytkliye spoke to him about Cavortia, and asked him various questions about their relationship; where they had met and so forth. She was concerned that though Cavortia seemed, from his description, to be attracted to him, she had refused his offer several times. As Magnanimo began to drift into sleep, she started singing softly to him and stroking his hair. She was trying to think of a way to prod her daughter into accepting his offer. He was a strong and sensitive man, she knew. Faced with her savage demands to ravish her, he had only matched her, never hurting her or exceeding what she seemed to be demanding. He concerned himself with her pleasure, with doing as she demanded. His dinner conversation had also been most revealing. He was learned and spoke well. She knew that if they searched until Cavortia were decrepit with age, they would not find a more suitable mate. Nor probably one who loved her as much. Had he not actually dedicated their lovemaking to Cavortia? Beytkliye was determined to make a match. She sang and stroked his hair. Perhaps, she thought, they might endeavor to find out how Cavortia would react to another suitor. That was sometimes a good test.


  When Magnanimo had fallen asleep, she put a pillow under his head, then folded his clothes and set them aside. She handled the codpiece for a moment, marvelling at its size. When she was about to leave the room, she remembered that she had shredded the front of his shirt and went back to pick it up, thinking that she could get the servants to mend or replace it. With a sentimental upwelling in her breast, she gazed at his shirt, fingering it; her mother had once done the same sort of mending for Pescadalio. After a last touch to his brow, she left the room and closed the door quietly behind her.


  In the morning, Magnanimo awoke alone on the carpet. While looking out the window into the courtyard, he put on his clothes. The shirt that he found atop his trousers was not his own, but he remembered that Beytkliye had torn his apart. He was surprised to find her gone, and began to wonder if their encounter had not been a dream. But no, he thought, it really happened.


  He descended the stairs and breakfasted with the family. Vanilla had slept well and arisen early. When he sat at the table, she said nothing about the previous night. After breakfast, Vanilla went out for a walk in the courtyard, while Pescadalio and Beytkliye took Magnanimo into the library to hatch a plot.


  Their first responsibility was to find out to what extent Cavortia loved, or did not love, Magnanimo. Beytkliye proposed that they confront her with another suitor, to see whether that did not cause her to reveal her true feelings. What would she say to another suitor? The suitor would not necessarily have to be beautiful, they merely had to act as if they thought him a wonderful match for their daughter. Cavortia herself would do the rest.


  About mid-morning, Pescadalio dispatched a servant to deliver a letter to his friend Ambiguo, at whose house Cavortia was staying. In the letter he informed his friend that he and Beytkliye would pay a visit in two days to see their daughter, and that they would be bringing a friend. The letter begged Ambiguo to not mention this friend to Cavortia, though it left him free to mention the family visit.


  Vanilla and Beytkliye spent the day chatting and tending plants in the courtyard while Pescadalio and Magnanimo took a walking tour of the estate, returning to the house in time for a light dinner in the courtyard before sunset. They conversed and drank wine until after dark.


  When the night had settled fully, Magnanimo stood up with the others to retire indoors. He looked up at the profusion of stars twinkling overhead in the west. Turning around to look behind him, he noticed that while Phobos had set, Deimos was visible, low in the eastern sky and rising.


  * * *


  One of Cavortia’s later lessons in the art of physical love, after Crustezia had learned to accept the full length and girth of a rigid cukeyfruit thrusting pleasantly into herself, was the rudimentary female-superior position. Cavortia led Crustezia through lengthy foreplay, giving her pupil some practice in the arts of oral and vaginal prolongation. She held the fruit to her pelvis, teaching the young woman the proper way to approach a man’s penis, how to take it into her mouth and produce copious amounts of saliva to lubricate it, to expertly stroke and knead the dangling jewels of his testicles, and finally to teasingly encircle the hairy root with her tongue and fingers, to increase a man’s tumescence and prolong his excitation. Cavortia lay down supinely upon the bed, stretching out like a man, with a thick, firm cukeyfruit of unusual length held erect against her pubic mound. With the fruit poised between them, Cavortia had Crustezia straddle over her and explore her abdomen and chest with her mouth, kissing and fondling her chest, nibbling and darting, handling the fruit as a treasured masculine organ.


  Crustezia parted her legs and set her knees outside of Cavortia’s legs, adoring the imagined warm masculinity, then worked the fruit slowly between her own soft folds, massaging it over the clitoral hood, easing it deeply into her vagina as slowly as she could endure. Crustezia held the humid entrance open with one hand, so slowly tumbling over the tip of the fruit that its entrance was imperceptible. Holding her clitoris firmly between two fingers, she rubbed until she was panting feverishly, teasing only the topmost portion of the fruit along the outermost reaches of her bottomless well, almost incapable of holding back her desire to topple upon the fruit voraciously. She drew the fruit endlessly inward, pushing it into the depths cautiously, then unable to contain her desire, brought her hips down suddenly until it was inside her to its full extent, its small bumps thrilling her rapacious walls in its chaotic plunge. A shivering gasp left her lips.


  Cavortia showed her how to rock back and forth to stimulate the man only enough to sustain his indefinite rigidity, while she herself massaged Crustezia’s clitoris with circling motions, alternately applying and releasing pressure. They carried on a conversation, adoring every curve of each other’s bodies while they practiced the infinite prolongation of pleasure.


  Unable to withhold herself from starting a frenzied avalanche toward orgasm, the young woman tensed herself and climaxed spasmodically before collapsing on top of Cavortia with a deep exhalation.


  “Very good,” Cavortia said, “I don’t think you’ve ever done better.”


  Crustezia smiled at her. Gently rolling Crustezia aside without removing the fruit, Cavortia knelt above her pupil. She cautiously pulled the fruit from between Crustezia’s legs and worked it into her own damp vagina with a deep, blissful sigh. Then she spread Crustezia’s thighs and moved herself into a sitting position with their pelvises almost touching. Leaning back on one elbow, she had Crustezia do the same. Holding the fruit by its middle and with it lodged between them, she drew it first into herself, then pulling it out, pushed it into Crustezia. She slid it back and forth more quickly. They watched each other’s faces, smiling with parted lips as Cavortia increased the tempo. They breathed in unison, gathering speed until they reached climax simultaneously, and with an extended release of their natural vaginal lubricants, dampened the coverlet beneath them.


  When they had satisfied themselves and rested with their genitalia pressed tightly together, Cavortia said, “how goes your seduction of the gardener’s son?” She had removed the cukeyfruit, but still held it in her hand. It had always seemed a pity to waste them, so she bit into it.


  Crustezia turned to recline with her head in Cavortia’s lap. “He seems to be somewhat interested, but we’ve only talked a few times.”


  “Perhaps you could try a bolder approach,” Cavortia mused. She took another bite of the fruit, then held it out for Crustezia to bite. They consumed the whole thing at their leisure, savoring its sweet pulp.


  The two talked for a time, exploring methods for Crustezia to hint more broadly at her willingness to be seduced by the gardener’s son. Much later, Crustezia kissed Cavortia, who was lying sleepily across the bed, then left to return to her own room.


  * * *


  When Cavortia awoke in the morning and started about her accustomed duties in the library, Ambiguo came to see her. “Good news, Cavortia,” he said, putting a letter into his pocket. “Your father and mother will visit tomorrow.”


  Her pulse quickened and she smiled at him. “I’m glad. I’ll finally have a chance to explain things to them.” She felt a twinge of anxiousness, however, knowing that she might be compelled to explain certain things more deeply than she desired. No doubt her parents were wondering what her difficulty really was. She dreaded having to tell them that she was a fugitive, wanted for murder.


  “We’ll have to prepare a nice meal for them,” Ambiguo continued.


  “Perhaps I could help,” she offered.


  “Why not?” he answered. “You probably know their favorite dishes better than I. When you’re through here, go see the cook.”


  “Thank you, I will,” she said happily. She continued with wiping off Ambiguo’s desk, singing to herself a lullaby she had learned from the nomadic women, trying to dispel the cloud of unease that gathered at the edge of her thoughts.


  Ambiguo went off to arrange entertainment for the following day. He also mentioned to his wife that when Pescadalio and Beytkliye sat to dine with them, Cavortia should be sent in to serve at the table whenever possible in lieu of any other servant taking the main duty. That would give the family a chance to converse without other servants being present. He thought that perhaps the dinner could end on a happy note, if her family decided to take her back home. It was a relief to think of that possibility, since at that point the hiding of her identity would no longer be important.


  Returning to his library, Ambiguo looked over the shelves, pacing slowly, trying to decide what book to read that afternoon, and wondering whether the Venusian city guard were still pursuing Cavortia, or whether they had given up. If her parents had no further information, he thought perhaps he should send a servant into Venus to make some inquiries.


  The rest of the day passed quickly for Cavortia, as she whisked about the house with a light heart. She felt happy to think perhaps she could soon end her masquerade and return to a more normal life. The only regret in doing so would be that it could be a long while before she found out how Crustezia fared with the gardener’s son. She laughed to herself: the young woman could always write her a letter. Perhaps she would even end up marrying the young man. However it turned out, she hoped that her pupil did well. May the gods forbid that Crustezia should decide to join the guild. She laughed again, knowing that Crustezia had no such interest, and continued cleaning. It was only later that she remembered why she was hiding in Ambiguo’s house. Putting aside the thought, she concentrated on remembering happier times with her family.


  Despite pleasant thoughts of seeing her parents on the morrow, sleep did not come easily to Cavortia that night. She lay awake in her bed thinking about what to say when she saw her parents the next day. They would certainly confront her with a plethora of awkward questions, and she was unable to decide how much of the raw truth she should reveal. Her thoughts turned eventually to Magnanimo, and the gathering line of clouds that lurked in her heart suddenly poured into her consciousness. Still there had been no word from him, and it filled her with melancholy to think that he might, after all, really be gone. She forced herself to think of what she should do were she to discover that he was actually dead. Dearly she wished that she had not been so foolish as to saunter out to a gambling den without him to accompany her. Vanilla had tried to warn her, and if it had not been for her own unruly nature she would be securely in his embrace even now. Perhaps she should strive to forget about him; she was still a fugitive, after all. Maybe he had no intention of returning to Venus even if he were still alive. How might it be if she returned to Antepustio’s caravan? All of these thoughts jumbled around inside of her, and she could not find a comfortable position for sleep. No, running to Antepustio was no answer; she must discover Magnanimo’s fate before proceeding to any other actions, and could not rest until she positively knew what had become of him. As soon as she was certain that the guard were no longer seeking her, she would have to set out along the coast again to see if she could gather any word of him at the villages.


  Cavortia spent the following morning in the kitchen with the cooks, helping them with preparations for a feast. The head cook wondered what had come over her, for she seemed happier than usual sometimes, but at others she seemed to be hiding some sadness or disappointment. She chatted endlessly about their guests’ taste in food, but every time she stopped talking to chop vegetables or mix spices, the cook noticed her brow contract, and a dispirited expression linger on her face.


  After the sun reached the zenith and began its long diagonal glide toward the horizon in the afternoon, Pescadalio and Beytkliye arrived at the gates of Ambiguo’s estate in a splendid carriage. They were shown in and announced, and Ambiguo and Porqua soon came rushing out to the entry hall to greet them enthusiastically.


  “Pescadalio, my old friend,” Ambiguo shouted, raising one arm high as he and Porqua strode into the entry hall. They bowed to each other cordially and clasped arms while the ladies exchanged embraces.


  Turning to Beytkliye, Ambiguo embraced her lightly with one arm, touching their cheeks together. “You’re looking more beautiful every year, Beytkliye,” he said suavely, brushing her cheek with one finger.


  Beytkliye laughed and put a hand to his chest. “You always were a flatterer, Ambiguo. But it’s good to see you.” She turned again to Porqua. “It has been far too long, dear.”


  Magnanimo stood by, disguised as a merchant and wearing a long travelling cloak with a hood. Pescadalio turned toward him. “This is my friend Barbello,” he said by way of introduction, holding Magnanimo’s elbow. “He comes from Elysium.”


  Magnanimo threw back his hood. He wore his hair rather long, with a full blue beard that curled extravagantly down to his chest. He had finally visited a barber, but only had his chin shaved, so that he could don the false beard.


  Ambiguo noticed there was something of a pasty unnatural look about the Elysian’s face that momentarily startled him, but he politely bowed. “Well met, Barbello. Welcome to our home.” He wondered if the man was ill.


  “An honor to be here,” Magnanimo answered in the higher pitched voice he was fostering in his role as Barbello. He bowed to his host.


  The five of them retired to a covered porch overlooking the back garden, which rolled away and blended into the hills beyond. They sat at a round table upon low stools. Magnanimo thought that the view beyond the high marble columns of the porch was inordinately lovely, and he stared out at the scene quietly. Ambiguo called a servant to bring tea for the guests.


  “So, Barbello, how are things in Elysium?” inquired Ambiguo.


  Magnanimo recalled himself from his reverie. “Unfortunately, it has been long since I’ve been to Elysium,” he answered. His high pitch was difficult to sustain, and he coughed. “I’ve been travelling.”


  Pescadalio added solemnly, “In search of a wife.”


  They all laughed.


  “It’s true,” Magnanimo added. “I’m nearing the age where a man wishes to settle down and raise a family, you know.”


  Ambiguo raised his cup, “you’re still young, my friend. There’s plenty of time for marriage.” He hoped this was true, as the man did have an unhealthy look about the skin of his face. Perhaps it was natural in Elysians. His cough, however, sounded like it could be a precursor to serious illness.


  They conversed politely for a time. Pescadalio and Ambiguo shared the latest news of life on their respective estates, the harvest of their crops, and the weather. They both agreed that the barmotez harvest was especially good. It was sure to be a vintage year for fine wool.


  After a period of conversation, musicians were brought out to entertain them with a few ballads before the evening meal. The ensemble of two lutes, a large viol, and three reed instruments of differing lengths stood in the doorway facing out onto the porch, while a young servant sang witty ballads in a luscious baritone voice, to the delight of their guests.


  During the performance, Ambiguo leaned to Pescadalio and whispered, “Cavortia will serve you at the evening meal. I was not sure what you had in mind, so she is still incognito. The servants do not know who she is.”


  “That’s fine, my friend. I look forward to seeing her.” He nodded and smiled, looking at the singer.


  “Perhaps that will also afford you some time to speak freely without the other servants about.”


  “A wise precaution,” Pescadalio agreed, nodding his head again.


  Dinner was soon called, and the five friends entered the house. They went down a long hallway to the main dining room. It was large and comfortable, with a small, portable wooden stage set at one end for the use of musicians or other entertainers. The stage was raised only slightly from the surrounding floor of reed mats. Being somewhat tilted upward at the back the stage afforded a good view from even the furthest tables, should there be a large banquet. That evening, there was only one long, low table set near the stage, with pillows strewn casually nearby. In the center of the table was an austere arrangement of summer flowers, cascading from an elegant ceramic bowl of irregular proportions.


  “An enchanting room,” Magnanimo said, entering and looking about approvingly. He coughed again and threw up his hands. “Lovely, indeed. Such a nice stage as well.”


  “Thank you, Barbello,” Ambiguo answered. “We had the stage built recently as a matter of fact. It’s a portable affair.”


  “Yes, it’s a splendid idea,” Pescadalio put in, “I shall have the same done at my house.” Immediately he thought that perhaps the comment sounded a bit contrived and regretted having said it. “Where did you have it built?”


  While they settled down in their places among the pillows, Ambiguo explained to his guests all that he had recently learned about the craft of stage-building.


  The first courses of a lavish traditional meal were served after Porqua and her guests had sipped wine and partaken of tea cakes for an adequate length of time to whet their appetites. Cavortia and Crustezia, dressed modestly in plain skirts, brought in many trays and set tens of small dishes elegantly around the table, with identical place settings for each guest. They even put out elegant silver eating sticks beside the finger bowls, along with spoons for lentil soup. The two servants left, sliding the rear doors closed quietly behind them, to allow the dinner party privacy in their eating and conversation. Each dish of the meal was exquisitely prepared to suit the tastes of the guests. Ambiguo thought approvingly that Cavortia had done an admirable job of suggesting her parents’ favorite dishes, and overseeing their preparation. The skill reflected well upon his household.


  After a good length of time spent nibbling daintily, when they had all finally absorbed enough to be satisfied, the rear doors slid open again, admitting Cavortia and Crustezia. They cleared the table in silence, piling up like dishes on top of each other, then brought in heavy ceramic bowls of fruit and bottles of dessert wine. As they turned to leave, Ambiguo spoke up. “Cavortia, dear, why don’t you remain for a few moments. Crustezia may run along. I’m sure she is tired.”


  “Yes, sir,” Cavortia said with a bow of her head.


  Crustezia bowed deeply and left the room, closing the doors silently behind her. She wondered why Cavortia had stayed behind.


  “Father, mother,” Cavortia said, rushing to them. “I’m so happy to see you.”


  “Likewise,” her father said, embracing her and kissing her cheek. “We’d love to have you come home. The servants all miss you terribly.”


  Cavortia sat down on pillows behind her parents to join the conversation, and looked suspiciously at the stranger seated nearby. She wondered why they brought an Elysian. She did not think her parents had ever known any Elysians at all. “Who is your guest?” she inquired, after they had exchanged greetings.


  “Ah, this is my old friend. Barbello,” Pescadalio said. “You probably don’t remember him, Cavortia.”


  “No, your lovely daughter would not remember me, my friend,” Magnanimo answered stroking his long beard. “It’s been so many years. She was such a tiny girl when I last saw you.”


  “He comes from Elysium, my dear,” Beytkliye added. “He has just returned recently to our country.”


  Cavortia’s heart skipped when she heard her mother say the word ‘Elysium’. “An honor to meet you,” she whispered. She wondered if Barbello knew anything of Magnanimo, and feared that perhaps he had come to tell her of his death. Barbello might have been sent by the king of Elysium. A chill of fear enveloped her suddenly, and she let the conversation continue around her.


  Presently, it became clear that Barbello probably did not know Magnanimo, and Cavortia relaxed, though her mood was melancholy. She attempted to put thoughts of Magnanimo out of her mind. Beytkliye asked her what was the matter.


  “It’s nothing mother,” she answered. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you.” She smiled wanly and tried her best to be cheerful, but being continually reminded of Magnanimo and Elysium, she was not paying much attention to the content of the conversation, letting the words wash over her without interpreting them.


  “We’ve come to take you away, Cavortia,” her father said, peering at her. “Are you all right?”


  Cavortia made a sudden effort to straighten her posture. “At last,” she answered gaily. Then she quickly added, “Oh, I’ve had a wonderful time here and Ambiguo is so kind. But I’ve probably worn out my welcome long since, haven’t I?”


  “Nonsense,” Ambiguo said expansively. Turning to her father, he said with a smile, “She eats little, she works hard. What more could one ask of a servant?” They all laughed at this. “I shall be loathe to give her up, my friend.”


  “We both shall,” Porqua added gently, touching her husband’s arm.


  “We understand that Cavortia has run into some serious trouble in Venus,” Pescadalio continued on a more sober note. They all understood. “I don’t know the nature of the problem, but if it’s serious enough, we thought perhaps it would be best for her to leave Arcadia. At least for a while.”


  “What do you mean?” Cavortia asked. Maybe she would be persuaded to flee from Arcadia, she thought, and a chill gripped her heart again as she wondered where they might think to send her. How could she find Magnanimo if she were taken away? She wondered how much they knew of her situation.


  Her father looked at her with concern. “My friend Barbello has offered to take you out of Arcadia. He patted her hand. “And he has also asked for your hand in marriage, Cavortia. You shall have no cause for worry over your trouble.”


  “But, I can’t leave Arcadia,” she said, drawing back suddenly. She wondered if they really expected her to marry Barbello at once.


  “Why ever not, dear?” her mother inquired with a sweet tone of incomprehension. “Until something can be done, you should really go elsewhere to live freely instead of playing a maidservant in someone else’s home. It’s embarrassing. Take an honorable marriage and leave when you have the chance.”


  “Mother, I can’t marry this man,” she said, standing up. She would not be bludgeoned into leaving Arcadia.


  “Oh, please,” Magnanimo said in the high-pitched voice of Barbello, “I promise that you shall be well treated. I’m a wealthy merchant. You shall lack for nothing, my dear.”


  “That is not my concern,” Cavortia pleaded. Her hands began to shake. “I cannot marry anyone. Not now anyway.” She stepped backward away from the table. Her parents must be terribly worried about her, to try to force her into a hasty marriage. She wondered what had possessed them so suddenly. Maybe they had heard something dreadful about her. They knew she had murdered Kotzia. They must know, she thought frantically.


  “Of course you can,” Beytkliye said. “He’s a fine man, really. I’ve tested him myself.”


  Cavortia looked at her mother with incredulity. “In the traditional Argyran way, I suppose,” she said bitterly. She tilted her head and gazed at her mother forlornly. “You slept with him didn’t you?”


  “Of course,” her mother said simply.


  Cavortia felt as if her heart had burst open. “Mother, what’s wrong with you? I can’t marry this man,” she said, dropping to her knees in front of Beytkliye. Tears began in her eyes and a lump choked her voice. “Mother, I’m in love with someone else.” She swallowed and brushed away the tear that started to roll down one cheek. “He is lost,” she confessed, “but until I prove him dead, I will not marry another.” She let her tears drop away like rain from a leaf, and grabbed her mother’s hand.


  “Of whom are you speaking, Cavortia?” Pescadalio asked non-chalantly, taking her other hand. “Why ever are you crying?” He thought that she was becoming most upset, and wondered whether they should not simply reveal their purpose immediately. He left it in his wife’s hands, however, hoping that Beytkliye knew when her own daughter had had enough misery.


  “I’ve not told either of you,” she answered. Her tears would not stop, but she no longer wished them to stop. She willed herself to cry, forcing the tears out. Her nose was running, but she let it be and put her hands in her lap, wringing them. “I am in love with an Elysian man. I have been so much in love. For years. That’s why I was startled when you mentioned Elysium. My man was lost at sea. I must know if he is dead. I have to go find him.” Her spirit suddenly collapsed, and she whined. “Mother...” Her salt spray of tears splashed, wavelike, into her lap.


  “Oh, please young woman, do forget this man,” Magnanimo said holding out his hands. He shrugged. “If he was lost at sea, he’s perished for certain. What can you do?”


  “I must know for myself!” Cavortia shouted. She jumped up and began to turn away.


  “Cavortia,” the Elysian pleaded weakly. “Please, I offer this bauble as a token of my esteem.” He reached into his robe and pulled out a necklace.


  Cavortia glanced back at him, then stopped. Her teary eyes widened as she recognized the necklace that Magnanimo had given her. Its small red stone dangled from the thin chain. She rushed across the room toward him with defiant eyes, scowling. A growl began deep in her throat. Snatching the necklace rudely from his hand, she screamed, “Where did you get this?”


  “It’s a trinket I purchased in Venus,” he said, taken aback. He held his hands out in a gesture of submission. “Look, it’s only a trinket. I’ll buy you another if it displeases you.”


  “No!” Cavortia said clutching it in her hand. She shook it in front of his face. “You’re lying. It’s mine! There’s only one like it, and I would recognize it anywhere.” Anger boiled within her. “It’s not yours. My man gave it to me.” This stranger knew something, she was certain. Where had he come upon this necklace? Had he stolen it from Fyltha? Or did the old hag sell it to him? She thought wildly that maybe he himself had killed Magnanimo. She clasped her hands across her stomach, squeezing the chain in her fists.


  “No, no, I assure you,” Barbello insisted, standing up. He grasped her hand roughly, then dropped it immediately. He held out his hands to plead with her. His voice dripped with rancid honey. “Look, I purchased it in Venus. I can show you where. A nice little shop near the Grand Canal with such lovely antiques.”


  Cavortia backed away from him, then turning suddenly with a billowing skirt, rushed toward the door. “Cavortia, wait!” a deep voice called behind her.


  With a rush of uncertainty, she thought her ears had deceived her. Perhaps she was going mad. She stopped running and turned around, her scalp prickled fearfully. It was Magnanimo’s voice that she heard. There, dressed in Barbello’s robes stood her lover Magnanimo, holding a false beard in one hand. With a cloth in the other hand, he was wiping paste from his face. He smiled broadly.


  Tears burst again from her eyes, blurring her vision. “Magnanimo!” she cried out, rushing toward him. “Magnanimo!” She ran to his waiting arms. He crushed her to his chest as she leapt from the floor to his arms. “I was afraid you were dead!”


  He swung her around and around laughing joyously. “So, you do love me,” he said to her, holding her chin. She clung to him like a happy child, and he carried her easily with one arm while she wrapped her knees around his waist.


  “Oh, Magnanimo, I do,” she said. “I love you with a passion.” She wiped a hand across her face to wipe away the remaining tears.


  “Then will you finally consent to marry me?” He put her down on the floor, but kept his hands on her hips.


  “Oh, yes!” she yelled, throwing back her head so violently that her hair flew loose from the single string that bound it. “Yes, I’ll marry you. I’ll never leave your side.”


  “Nor I yours,” he whispered. He bent to kiss her sweet, violet lips with an outpouring of passion.


  She met his lips avidly with hers and their tongues intertwined joyfully, frolicking together as they laughed and kissed, then looked at each other and kissed again, both in tears and licking away the salt from each other’s mouths. They poured the wine of their happiness back and forth between the vessels of their souls until they overflowed.


  The hosts and Cavortia’s parents, still seated around the table, were lost in mirth. “What are you saying, Cavortia,” her mother asked with a chuckle. “Only moments ago you said you would never marry him!” They all laughed at this.


  Cavortia turned to Beytkliye, still in Magnanimo’s embrace. “That doesn’t mean I’m not angry with you, though.” She smiled. “I’ll get you later.”


  Beytkliye pursed her lips and dropped her head. “Maybe a cruel trick, but it worked, didn’t it?”


  “Yes, mother, it worked.” Cavortia rested her head against Magnanimo’s chest.


  Beytkliye smiled and flashed her eyes. “Does your mother know a good man when she meets one?”


  Cavortia returned her smile. “Yes, she does.”


  The perplexed servants were called in to bring more wine. Crustezia and the other servants joined the family around the table for a toast to the couple’s eternal happiness. Upon hearing the joyful news, some of the servants went to fetch their musical instruments, and before long a grand party was in progress. Magnanimo and Cavortia began to dance together, but quickly forgot that they were dancing and simply stood gazing at each other in the middle of the floor while the rest of the household danced around them.


  The party ended early, as Beytkliye rather firmly suggested that the couple would probably like to have some time alone, since they had not been together in a long while. Magnanimo swept Cavortia from her feet, and cradling her while she wrapped her arms around his neck, walked down the hall. She directed him up the back stairwell to her room. Below them in the dining room, the party began to disperse. The servants retired, being instructed to leave the dining room as it was until morning. Cavortia’s parents settled down in a sitting room for a nightcap and light conversation with Ambiguo and Porqua.


  Upstairs, Magnanimo tossed Cavortia onto the bed with a flourish, then closed the door behind them and lit the small lamp from the candle she had carried upstairs for him. She jumped up from the bed and went to embrace him again.


  “Oh, Magnanimo, I thought I would never see you again,” she whispered laying her head against his broad chest. She wanted to melt into his arms and join his body.


  “I thought you were taken by pirates to be raped or killed. Or both.” He held her tightly for a moment while feelings of profound love filled him. He recalled that his conscience was not clear. “But there is one thing I must tell you,” he said.


  Cavortia knew what he was about to say. “I already know,” she whispered.


  He pushed her shoulders away. “But, I need to tell you that I’m the...”


  “I already know who you are,” she interrupted. “You don’t have to say it.” She touched his lips, then brushed his eyebrows.


  “Who told you?”


  She jutted out her chin with tightly sealed lips. “I have my methods,” she said, throwing her head to the side.


  Magnanimo laughed at her affectation. “And your method was...?”


  She looked at the floor. “I tortured Drydock until he confessed.”


  Magnanimo’s eyebrows jumped, then he laughed and hugged her more tightly. “I’ll flay him!”


  “No you won’t!”


  He patted her back slowly. “No, of course I won’t flay him. It’s quite a relief, really.” Stroking her hair he asked, “You’re not angry?”


  “Magnanimo,” she whispered, looking up into his eyes. “Let’s talk in the morning.” Her arms stole around his neck and her fingers entangled themselves in his hair. Her lips parted and quivered. He kissed her, holding her face between his hands.


  “Cavortia.” He pushed her head back toward his chest.


  She slid her warm hands into the front of his robe, slithering across his chest, then gently undid the sash. “Make love to me,” she said loosening the loincloth he wore. “Oh, please. Now.” His three penises were erect and throbbing. They leapt out as she pulled away his loincloth. She touched each one gently on the head, caressing it with her fingertips. “I love you all.”


  Magnanimo brought his hands down the sides of her neck to her soft shoulders, sliding away her bodice to reveal the smooth expanse of her deep green shoulders, even more lovely than he had remembered. He bared his teeth, then pulled harder at her shirt, ripping the cloth as he tore it from her body. “Your mother did that to me three days ago.”


  Cavortia flashed her golden eyes, and spoke from deep in her throat. “Did she really?” She purred loudly, pressing her hands against his blue chest and across his back, rubbing hard on his skin, teasing his nipples. “Did she purr for you too?” She dug her hands into his flesh, pulling him toward herself. He untied her skirt and flung it away, then embraced her and reached his hands to her firm, round buttocks. They felt deliciously warm, and he squeezed them with his fingers, then kneaded them and pinched them. He ran lightly up her back, massaging the muscles near her spine, pinching her repeatedly with the fleshy tips of his fingers. He ran his fingers like tiny sea creatures, nipping along her ribs, nipping along her waist. The tiny creatures nibbled her stomach and ran with prodding feet to nibble on her four breasts, then trotted across her shoulders and nipped down the length of her arms.


  With a tingling in her nerves as Magnanimo’s fingers pinched the entirety of her body, she stole one hand slowly to her foaming pubic region, dipping in, she pulled up nectar from her depths. She put her hand to his lips and dabbed her fingers under his nose, swirling around his open lips, moistening them with her perfume. The scent intoxicated him immediately, filling him with a yearning passion, and his penises throbbed more intensely. She reached down to fondle them again, each in turn, cupping the testicles, then she bent low, and kneeling, paid obeisance to the jewels with her tongue and lips. She took the central spire of his cathedral fully into the cavern of her mouth as she held the others aloft, stroking them lightly, then rubbing and pulling. Their warmth suffused her, and she pressed her cheeks to them, sliding the tips across her face, darting her tongue along their bulging tips, like flocks of birds descending upon the grand cathedral of Venus and strutting across its towers. He drew his breath in forcefully, then pulled her to her feet in a smooth motion. She wanted to go, to be carried away.


  With his hands under her arms, he tossed her full upon the bed. She writhed lasciviously and purred, squeezing her damp thighs together, feeling their warmth. Spreading her legs apart and releasing the exotic aroma of her vagina throughout the room, his mouth nipped and pecked at her legs. He began to slowly kiss her ankles, working his mouth like a bathing sponge along the insides of her calves, scrubbing and washing them. He stroked her knees and brought both hands gliding up her thighs like feathery wings, to pull her open. They were glistening and dripping their perfumed nectar freely, like spring petals in a heavy rain. He dabbled his tongue among the pubic hairs, twisting them around and sucking gently, then glided to the delta’s outlying regions and frolicked between the softest folds. She sighed softly under the onslaught of his roaming mouth until he found the nubbin, teased it aside, stabbing with his tongue savagely pressing into her. Lightening flew across her abdomen and burned her flesh. He took the clitoris lightly between his lips and flicked his tongue across it with delicate motions, breathing deeply, thoroughly enjoying the intoxicating smell of her vagina and the dizziness he felt. The nerves of his entire body flamed with unreleased passion and he wanted to thrust barbarically, to tear her vagina in twain like a dripping fruit. He continued to flick at her with the feather touch of his tongue, beating aside her stiffened clitoris, bouncing its tip on his tongue until she lunged forward with a low-pitched moan to grab his head as she quivered and dissolved into a foamy sea of orgasm. He rubbed the sweet-scented lubricant gently around her labia, working it into her pubic hair and down between the lovely expanse of her undulating thighs. He pinched and massaged them, then flayed her with his tongue, laying her open, breathing her heavenly scent. She took her hand to scoop the fluid upward, then finding his central penis as he knelt between her legs, she slowly rubbed the perfumed lubricant into the deep blue head of his heated organ. She pulled the central tool forward toward herself as she lifted her legs into the air, where he took hold of her calves, sliding his hands along their length to reach her ankles, and planted his thumbs firmly on the soles of her feet.


  Slowly, he pushed forward and the head of his flaming sceptre met the warm slipperiness of her nether lips, yielding to his gentle pressure, begging him to hasten in. He pushed himself fully inside as she gasped and slowly exhaled. Groping for his other two penises while looking into his eyes, she pulled on the throbbing sceptres, moving him forward until their hips met and they began gliding slowly together back and forth. His passion rising and the flame of his lust taking hold, he moved faster while she urged him on in ragged whispers, rubbing his two outer penises as he thrust into her and held his position at the deepest part of his penetration.


  Her delta flamed; a river of fire. “Impregnate me!” she cried, rotating her hips against him. He grabbed onto her hips with both hands and thrust quickly and deeply into her vagina repeatedly. Drawing hurried breaths, in synchrony they rode a rising wave of summer heat, as if deep in a sweltering jungle. “Impregnate me,” she cried again, softer. “Give me your semen. Deep inside me. Now...”


  He thrust one last time, then collapsing down on top of her he wiggled his hips and pulled her legs farther apart, raising up her ankles and pushing them over the top of his shoulders. With each thrust she melted further, and as he thrust he cried out, “I love you!”


  She arched forward, letting their lips find each other. Their tongues touched urgently with a dazzling sweetness, then writhed together like copulating serpents enveloped in flames, and a tingling sensation passed between them, quietly, furtively at first, and then with increasing strength, finally enveloping their bodies in a storm of enraged lightning. He kissed her neck and ran his tongue along the edges of her ears, releasing another wave of delicious dizziness that passed through her.


  Then he raised his head, and they looked into each other’s eyes, filled with love. He let out a soft moan, closing his eyes halfway but not looking away from hers, exhaling slowly while she breathed in to fill herself with his breath. His warm semen shot deep into the furthest recesses of her uterus in a series of rapid pulses like a raging spring river tumbling over rocks, and his other two penises ejaculated simultaneously across her breasts. His spasms continued, sending ripples of pleasure spreading across his body from their tips as the pulsing flow slowed and then stopped. She felt his semen filling her until she knew that he had touched her seed and sprinkled it with the ambrosia of life. Her well filled, and finally overflowed.


  Their eyes locked together, they smiled and breathed together while a gentle warmth blanketed them both, their abdomens tingling like one flesh. She rubbed her hands across her breasts, then pulled his hands toward them as well. Together they massaged his semen into her soft breasts until it was spread like a thin layer of glistening oil across her body. They rested, unmoving, with loving looks at each other as their synchronous heartbeats slowed down gradually and their passion subsided.


  Suddenly Cavortia leapt up with a mischievous grin. “Wait here,” she instructed him. She touched the head of his central penis and got up from the bed.


  Magnanimo rolled onto his back in the middle of the bed. “Where are you going?”


  “I’ll be right back.” She slipped his robe over her shoulders, then opened the door and silently disappeared into the hallway. Magnanimo relaxed on the bed, breathing slowly as his three organs became flaccid and toppled slowly like towers in a ground quake. The intensity of his love for Cavortia rendered him delirious, his every nerve hungering for her. He desired to enter into her entirely, becoming an integral part of her, never to be separated.


  Cavortia reappeared at the door, ushering someone in with her. Magnanimo, seeing another person in the shadowy doorway behind her, started and quickly threw the coverlet over himself.


  “Come in,” Cavortia whispered behind her, “quickly.”


  Behind her was a thin young woman with a rather pretty face. She was in a long translucent gown, apparently night wear, that showed the youthful curves of her body. Cavortia closed the door.


  “This is Crustezia,” she said. “I’ve been teaching her the arts of love.”


  Magnanimo smiled. “Of course, the kitchen servant,” he said simply.


  “This is her first chance to have a real man, Magnanimo,” Cavortia said pushing the girl forward. “She’s my first student, and I don’t want her to miss this opportunity.”


  Crustezia needed no prodding, but moved toward the bed and sat down on the edge. “Hello,” she said. “Make love with me.”


  Magnanimo laughed quietly. He was tired, but was gentleman enough not to refuse such a request offered in earnest. The gown flattered the young woman’s figure, hiding nothing. Her breasts were small and delicate vessels, with pert nipples that were upturned and erect.


  “Cavortia, I’m so excited,” she said, turning to her mentor. Looking back to Magnanimo she asked, “shall we begin with the male-superior position?”


  Magnanimo laughed aloud. “Let’s see what develops,” he answered. He reached for her shoulder, then sat up and brought his lips hesitantly to hers, kissing her briefly. Her pretty lavender lips were thin, but warm and sweet-tasting. They answered his call by curling apart slowly.


  Then she answered dramatically, by throwing her arms around his neck and thrusting her tongue forward. He accepted the gambit, kissing her forcefully, parting her lips further with his tongue and letting it explore her teeth and the inside of her lips. Opening her mouth wider to accept him inside, she crooned quietly, desiring his rugged, blue flesh. Their kiss continued for a long time.


  Crustezia drew back finally and said, “It feels so lovely.”


  Cavortia, who had been watching with satisfaction, threw off Magnanimo’s robe, and crossed to the bed. She sat behind him and, as he kissed Crustezia again, she ran her tongue around his ears and down his neck.


  “She is a virgin then?” Magnanimo asked, descending to kiss Crustezia’s soft neck.


  “Yes,” replied Cavortia. “But she’s had plenty of practice with long, thick cukeyfruits. Long juicy practice sessions.”


  Magnanimo laughed. “Is that so?” He hoped that they were long enough and thick enough to prepare her for him.


  “Oh, yes,” Crustezia said, “I’ve had plenty of practice.” She was being carried away in rapture, as Magnanimo parted her translucent robe and cupped her two small breasts in his hands. Then he pushed her down onto the bed and let his fingers dance down her stomach, drawing shivers from her thin body. He reached the outskirts of her pubic region, and let his fingers wander through the thin, straight hair of pale blue that covered the area. She let out an amusing little squeak at the pleasant feelings he aroused. He found that she was damp and inviting, very warm to the touch. He bent his head toward the mons veneris and dabbed its furrow with his tongue, continuing downward toward the purple hood of her clitoris. She did not have the same exhilarating scent as Cavortia, but letting his tongue wander along the edges of the delta, he found its juice sweet and delicious to taste, like a fruit in the first flush of impending ripeness.


  Cavortia moved Magnanimo aside, and lay down beside Crustezia. “Turn on your side,” she instructed the younger woman, gently maneuvering her body with one hand. “Face me.” Crustezia turned on her side and Cavortia pulled their bodies together until their breasts were touching, pressing them tightly. They lay hip to hip facing each other. Magnanimo approached them, and lifted their upper legs into the air. They held their legs up for him, kissing each other deeply and playing their tongues together with their eyes opened, flashing and darting over each other’s faces. The young girl wore a tremendous smile and panted shallowly, her eyes opened wide.


  “Take us,” Cavortia whispered. “Together.”


  Magnanimo bent their upper knees to cross over each other, so that he could move toward their vaginas simultaneously without interference from the legs. He rubbed his outer penises quickly to stimulate them to hardness again, then bore forward.


  Crustezia gasped as his penis contacted her and began its plodding ascent of her narrow canal. He pulled back several times, to let her get used to the sensation, thinking that he was probably thicker than any of the cukeyfruits with which she had practiced. Her vagina was tighter than he was used to, but did not feel typically virginal. He supposed this to be a result of her practice with Cavortia, and was thankful that he would not have to rupture her hymen himself. Satisfying himself that he would not hurt her, he pressed forward and began to pump at them simultaneously. Cavortia took his middle penis into her hand, then guided Crustezia’s hand to it, and instructed her to massage it. “Go ahead, Crustezia, just like I showed you. Remember.”


  “I remember,” the young woman gasped. She began rotating her hips as much as she could, trying to bring her clitoris in contact with the pubic hair at the base of his thick organ. Cavortia reached for the other woman’s clitoris and rubbed it opposite the rhythm of Magnanimo’s thrusting.


  Suddenly, Crustezia cried, “Ah!” as she shivered and constricted in an extended orgasm. Magnanimo pushed against her and held his position, while Cavortia continued to rub slowly, gradually lessening her motion as the young woman’s palpitations subsided. Crustezia shuddered and gasped for breath. Cavortia ceased her massage, letting Crustezia catch her breath and imbibe the pleasant sensations.


  After Crustezia recovered, Magnanimo began working quickly and with shallow thrusts, gently. It took him some time, as he had ejaculated thrice simultaneously before. Finally he groaned, pushing forward to lie over the top of them both with outspread arms, and the spasm of his orgasm took him. Semen again pumped out and he squeezed harder to force more of the liquid into both of them.


  When he had finished, Cavortia instructed Crustezia to practice her technique of fellatio on his middle penis. As he lay on his back, Crustezia worked around it with her tongue, then drew it inside, rotating her tongue around and around the head and rim of his enlarged member. It obligingly engorged even further, its blue deepening to near violet, and Magnanimo began to faintly move his hips.


  “He’s going to ejaculate soon,” Cavortia whispered. “Don’t be surprised. Just take it into your mouth. The taste is somewhat salty, but with a touch of sweetness and tang.”


  “Like this?” Crustezia asked. She whirled her tongue and bore down upon him strongly.


  “Yes, very good.”


  Magnanimo’s orgasm arrived, and she pushed her mouth down around his member as far as it would fit until she felt it snug against the back of her mouth. Warm fluid shot into her throat, completely filling her mouth with the taste of sea foam and the faint tang of fruit. She fluttered her tongue, tasting and relishing it. Then, she opened her mouth halfway and let the thick semen drip down the shaft of his penis. She moved her tongue around the shaft, licking off his semen and swallowing it, until it was all gone.


  “How was my technique?” Crustezia inquired of him when she had finished.


  “Oh, marvelous,” Magnanimo replied, his heart pounding. “Excellent technique.” He thought that she needed some more practice, but she was well on her way to achieving excellent techniques. She also seemed to derive sufficient pleasure from the act that he had no worries about her future enjoyment.


  “See,” Cavortia said, “you’ve pleased him.”


  “Now, how did you enjoy it?” Magnanimo asked. He put out his hand to stroke her breasts, then pinched the nipples lightly and rubbed them.


  “Oh, much more wonderful than I imagined,” she exclaimed. She curled into Magnanimo’s arms, to experience their warm caress. The three of them lay naked and jumbled together on top of the bed, then drifted slowly into sleep.


  Before falling asleep, Cavortia suddenly realized that she had cried out for Magnanimo to impregnate her. She lay beside him and wondered why she had done that. Never before had she said anything like that. Counting backward, recalling each day, she realized that it had been nearly sixty days, or perhaps more, since the end of her last menstrual cycle. With amusement, she thought that if she had followed Amphora’s advice and slid the talisman forward one bead each day, she would not have had to count. She had probably begun ovulating already: the feast of Aphrodite had begun. Snuggling closer to his warm body, she put an arm over him to feel Crustezia lying on the other side. She thought that perhaps she would get pregnant; maybe it was the right time. Walking alone across the foggy moor toward sleep, she became utterly certain that he had touched her seed.


  * * *


  In the morning when Cavortia and Magnanimo awoke, Crustezia was already gone. She had arisen early to go about her daily chores.


  “She’s a fine young woman,” Magnanimo said.


  “Yes, she is,” Cavortia agreed. “Teaching her has helped me quite a bit. Someone to talk to and confide in. It’s been enlightening for me as well.”


  After making love again quickly and joyously, they went downstairs together, hand in hand, looking for breakfast. Everyone else was awake and bustling about the house. They were unaware that everyone could smell the scent of sex that clung to their bodies; the servants cast knowing looks between them and smiled when they passed.


  Cavortia and Magnanimo sat at a table on the porch which was pointed out to them by a servant. Soon fruit and cool drinks of hippogryph milk were brought to them. Cavortia thought of Hien-Ssu and knew she should introduce him to Magnanimo before she left. Then it occurred to her that she could not leave.


  “We should return to Venus,” Magnanimo said, “I have some business to finish up there.”


  Cavortia frowned. “But, I can’t return to Venus, you know that.”


  Magnanimo slapped the table, laughing. “I completely forgot,” he exclaimed. “There’s nothing to fear in Venus any longer. We’ve taken care of it.”


  She slumped her shoulders and set down her glass of milk. “You can’t take care of murder, Magnanimo.”


  “But there was no murder,” he answered.


  “Eh?” Cavortia said with wrinkled brow. “Magnanimo, I killed a woman with my bare hands!”


  Magnanimo explained in some detail how she had not killed Kotzia, but only wounded her and left her unconscious, and that the woman was killed later by Bubo’s bodyguard.


  Cavortia was elated. “So, I had nothing to fear all along,” she concluded. Fury began to rise from her abdomen.


  “No, that’s not true,” he said. “Bubo was a powerful enemy, and had convinced everyone that you murdered his wife. They would have dragged you to the guillotine long before any of his servants came forward to speak in your favor.”


  “I see.” Her smile was gone.


  “So, you were in grave danger until the Elysian forces stormed the governor’s palace.”


  She tilted her head. “You did what?” She laughed.


  “Stormed the governor’s palace.” Magnanimo went on to explain to her the entire Elysian campaign in the City of Venus, and how he had personally executed Bubo. He concluded with a downcast look. “I took his, uh, sexual organs, too,” Magnanimo said. “And almost brought them to you.”


  Cavortia made an ugly face and turned away. “What did you do with them?” she asked with a tone of disgust.


  “I filled the bag with rocks and tossed in into a canal.”


  “Good riddance.”


  “Mmmm. Unfortunately, the governor. You recall Smarmio? Well, he got away. I doubt anyone shall ever find him,” Magnanimo said shaking his head.


  “Probably on his way back to Memnonia,” Cavortia added.


  * * *


  The next day, Cavortia and Magnanimo returned to Venus in a luxurious carriage borrowed from Ambiguo. They arrived at the governor’s palace, which was still being occupied by the Elysian forces under Flaccido.


  “So, this is the young woman in question,” he said when Cavortia was introduced. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” He bowed deeply, then looked at her from bottom to top, admiring her voluptuous curves and smiling broadly. He thought that she was certainly pretty and had a well-formed, athletic body. Whether she had the attributes of a queen, he was not yet certain, but beauty was a good start.


  Drydock and Vanilla came in to meet them, and there was much rejoicing as the two women embraced. They wept over each other, and kissed while Magnanimo embraced them both.


  Later in the day, Flaccido pulled on Magnanimo’s shirtsleeve as they sat next to each other while dining in the great hall. Cavortia had excused herself briefly to find a lounge. Flaccido jutted his chin squarely. “They tell me she’s a professional woman.”


  “Oh, she is, sir.”


  Flaccido lowered his voice and scolded the younger man. “Does your father know that he mounted this expedition to search for a harlot, Magnanimo?”


  Magnanimo pretended to be affronted, and drew himself up straight in his chair, fingers on his chest. “She is retired, Flaccido. And I love her dearly.” Cavortia had returned to the room, approaching from behind, and at that moment appeared at Magnanimo’s back.


  “I heard the previous remark,” she said haughtily to Flaccido. She stood sternly behind Magnanimo, her hands resting lightly on his shoulders. “I am not a simple harlot, Admiral,” she said, raising her face proudly. “I am a licensed independent prostitute, with a guild tattoo to prove it.”


  “Well, I didn’t mean exactly...” he stammered, blushing deeply.


  She bent over Magnanimo’s shoulder. “In plain words, I am an artist, sir, not a common whore.”


  Magnanimo looked at Flaccido sideways to see that the admiral was grinning. He leaned toward him to whisper, “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to the king, eh? I’ll think of some pleasant way of phrasing it myself, sir.”


  Flaccido nodded, then winked with the grin still on his face. “Not a word, my boy.” He patted his belly. “Not a word.”


  * * *


  There was an immense public ceremony a few days later. Elections had been held, and the new governor and city council members were announced. The new governor was the same man who had been governor before Smarmio was voted into office, and the city council was likewise nearly identical. Flaccido and Magnanimo, along with a host of the Elysian soldiery, were then presented with medallions and praised for their gallant delivery of the city from the corrupt government of Memnonian infiltrators. The Elysians rode in a magnificent military triumph through the city and took a lengthy boat ride along the Grand Canal, waving to the gathered crowds.


  That evening, Magnanimo, Cavortia, Vanilla, and Drydock had dinner at Cavortia’s house. Cavortia and Vanilla cooked the meal, while Magnanimo chopped vegetables and conversed with Drydock, who attempted to seem busy but actually did nothing to help.


  Late in the evening, Magnanimo and Cavortia retired to their room. As they stood embracing each other, in prelude to lovemaking, Cavortia looked at him. She had a wonderful idea, and was considering how to approach Magnanimo. Perhaps directness was called for.


  “You know,” she said, circling a finger on his chest, “I don’t know what Vanilla will do for a husband.”


  “She’ll find someone,” he said. Poor Vanilla, he thought. He had always thought her a lovely woman, and could not understand how she had failed to find true love. She was a talented musician, and with all the people she knew, he wondered how she had escaped being married at least once.


  Cavortia smiled with her mischievous grin again. “How about you, Magnanimo? I mean us. The three of us.” She flashed her golden eyes and began to purr.


  “Oh, no,” he said. “One wife will be enough to handle.”


  “But you know her well,” she insisted. She stepped back. “We’ve been fast friends for a long time. She’s too shy to find a man on her own.” She put her hands on his shoulders. “She’s madly in love with you, Magnanimo. She adores you. And I love her, too. We just have to marry her.”


  He put one hand to her cheek, then held her chin with two fingers. “But the custom went out ages ago,” he insisted. “Except in Scandia.”


  “Oh, come now,” she said. “There are plenty of people all over Arcadia who take multiple spouses.”


  “There are some,” Magnanimo corrected. “How about if she married Drydock?”


  She pounded his chest in mock fury. “Oh, Magnanimo, how drôll. You know very well that he’s an old man.” Her lips assumed a deep pouting frown and she fell silent.


  “That should not stop him from marrying,” Magnanimo quickly offered.


  “He refused,” she whispered shyly.


  Magnanimo burst into laughter. “You actually asked him?”


  She nodded. “He said that he was quite too old to handle a young sprite like her.”


  Magnanimo laughed again. “He’s not that old, actually.” A thought popped into his head. “I know just who to introduce him to,” he said with a sly smile. He thought of old Fyltha. The two of them might just be suited for each other. She would keep him spry enough, he thought.


  “Vanilla refused, too,” she added. They both succumbed to laughter.


  Magnanimo argued feebly with Cavortia, but he could not dredge up an insurmountable excuse, so he finally gave in to the idea. “You’re right, of course. She loves me, I suppose, and you love her, and when I think about it, I’m extraordinarily fond of her. I can’t really imagine us running off to Elysium and leaving her to fend for herself.”


  “Oh, you’re magnificent,” she said excitedly. She kissed him on the lips heavily and patted his codpiece. “I’ll be right back.”


  She soon returned with Vanilla in tow.


  “Oh, Magnanimo,” Vanilla said, hurrying into the room. “I’ve been in love with you for ages.” Magnanimo embraced the two women. Vanilla kissed him warmly.


  Magnanimo put his fingers to her chin and cheek. “You’ll marry Cavortia and me?” he asked.


  “Oh, yes, I will,” Vanilla answered tightening her grip around his chest. She was so happy that she wept again.


  Cavortia followed Vanilla into a bath of tears, and Magnanimo came plodding behind with more tears to wash them, until they had all cleansed each other in a pool of brine and washed away every trace of unhappiness. They shed everything but a raw craving for the intense, orgiastic joining of their three bodies.


  They all made love in a slow avalanche of white pleasure, marooning themselves in a shared ocean of intimate ecstasy. They became a herd of naked and sweaty barbarians plunging into raging rivers; plummeting in a frenzy onto the blades of their flaming upturned swords; leaping madly into wells of scalding ambrosia; dowsing themselves with buckets of sticky perfume; savagely plucking and eating overripe jungle fruits; slipping across mossy boulders to crash headlong against sandy beaches. The universe quivered around them until they became a tingling and stormy jumble; a web of innumerable voracious orifices and smooth fleshy limbs; dewy petals and alpine crags awash in spring rain; towering citadels of rigid blue stone and green artesian wells that frothed with steaming nectar, bubbling and boiling. They made love until the nerves and muscles of their three bodies had been universally plucked and strummed, stroked and nibbled, massaged and pulled, shredded and twisted and laid waste, until they shimmered and vibrated brilliantly with orchestral richness. Sometime before sunrise they finally collapsed, overcome by delirium and completely exhausted, upon Cavortia’s bed.


  * * *


  Ten days after their triple betrothal, Cavortia, Vanilla, and Magnanimo were married in a ceremony at Cavortia’s family estate. All of Cavortia’s friends and acquaintances from Venus attended, including Capriccio, with Rhamnusia, and his crew of swarthy Amazonian seamen. Music was provided by a large classical orchestra full of winds and bells and reeds, with lutes and viols, a small chorus, and a multitude of tiny drums. Caught in the whirling festivities, Cavortia fondly recalled the temple of Deimos, and remembered that she must take Magnanimo and Vanilla there for the next festival.


  Four days later, after the wedding and its associated festivities concluded, the newlywed trio set sail for an extended trip to Elysium to meet the King and Queen and the rest of Magnanimo’s family. Magnanimo left Drydock in Venus, saying he would soon return. The loyal servant came out to the pier to see his master off.


  Magnanimo wondered how long it had been since Drydock had had an intimate companion. “How long has it been, Drydock?” They walked along beside each other matching their long strides.


  “How long has what been, sir?”


  “Since you’ve lain with a woman.”


  “Oh, not so long.” He looked at Magnanimo, fearing a plot.


  “Do you like lusty young wenches, then?”


  Drydock coughed lightly and stopped. They were near the end of the pier. “Actually, I prefer a more mature woman, Magnanimo. Lusty young wenches are a bit too active for my old blood.”


  “How mature?” He hoped that Fyltha was not too mature for Drydock.


  “Well, it’s not so much the sex any more, you know. I’m getting on in years.” Drydock avoided Magnanimo’s penetrating gaze. “A steady companion is more my pace.”


  “But someone close to your own age, am I right?”


  “Yes, close to my own age.” Drydock definitely suspected a plot and frowned, biting his lower lip.


  “With a quick romp or two on occasion?”


  Drydock closed his eyes patiently. “What are you trying to say?”


  “You can still, uh, have erections and so forth?”


  Drydock grinned at his master, then tucked his thin hands into his robes to assume a stately pose, his face proudly upturned. “I have never failed yet.”


  “Good,” Magnanimo said, holding out a slip of thin paper. “Take this.” He walked off leaving Drydock holding the paper in his hand. It contained the address of one ‘Fyltha,’ with instructions for Drydock to seek her out at his earliest convenience. The note positively guaranteed an interesting encounter.


  “Thank you, I think,” Drydock said loudly, smiling at his master.


  Magnanimo walked up the gangplank behind his brides.


  “But hurry back to rescue me,” Drydock called after him.


  Magnanimo leaned over the ship’s rail laughing, and waved goodbye.


  The majority of the sleek Elysian ships left under full sail with Flaccido in the lead, while the last single ship sailed unhurriedly up the coast, bearing the newlywed trio away to Elysium. In the early evening, Phobos rushed past Deimos with a nod and tumbled over the horizon, while Deimos hung majestically in the eastern sky.


  On their second day at sea, Cavortia and Vanilla stood on the deck and conferred. Cavortia was certain that she was pregnant. Vanilla calculated that she was at least ten days from ovulation. They both agreed that the matter was settled, and shared a passionate kiss. Together, they dropped their supplies of herbal contraceptives ceremoniously overboard and descended to their cabin to join their lucky husband in bed.


  On their leisurely way to Elysium, by way of Acheron and Illisus, the happy trio managed to work their way through the s’Lamah dun’Qua in peace.
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