
  
  
      
        
          Willing Captive

          
		      
          Natalie Wish

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2024 Natalie Wish 
All rights reserved.
ISBN: 978-1-913803-32-2
books.nataliewish.com
This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without expressed written permission from the author; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews. All characters and events appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real events or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Willing Captive
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Read next
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Willing Captive


The tranquility of a forest on the cusp of nocturnal life waking up always soothed my soul. I let the fresh air fill my lungs and closed my eyes for a moment, savoring the atmosphere. 
“Help! Someone help!”
My brows twitched as my moment of peace was rudely interrupted. Alas, as a forest ranger, it was my duty to assist lost souls.
I followed the calls for help, my steps getting swifter as a second voice joined the first.
Was I going to have to scare one of the forest animals away? Tend to an injury? Share my waterskin with someone who got lost for days and succumbed to thirst and hunger?
I tracked the calls for help to a small ravine. Ah, it was a tricky place, with steep walls of earth on all sides. The unfortunate souls had to have fallen down.
I peered over the edge…
Why were they naked?!
“We are saved!” an older man cheered when he spotted me. “Come on, get us out of here!”
“…where are your clothes?” I asked.
“We left them up top to not get them dirty,” the man’s younger companion explained patronizingly, as if it was I who was the idiot here.
“Yes, we heard the tentacles exude juices. Juices! Isn’t that amazing? So, we didn’t want to get our clothes dirty.” The older man practically vibrated with excitement before his expression turned into a frown. “But nothing down here moves. What a disappointment! So now we will get back up.”
Oh, they will? After purposely going down into a trap of nature with no way out? All to find tentacles?
I walked away from the ravine.
The indignant shouts followed after me, but I paid them no mind. I would love nothing more than to leave those troublemakers pickled in there, but they would stink up my forest. Who knew what the body of a man who hunted for devious plant sex opportunities contained. What if they made the wolf who ate them sick? No, better to expel them from my territory and be done with it. But for that, I needed to find their clothes. I refused to touch them when they were naked, even if they were dying.
Fortunately for everyone involved, I found the already damp clothes and escorted the protesting men out of the forest, making it clear I would cut off their dicks if I saw them again.
It helped with that particular pair of weirdos.
Unfortunately, there were others.
“A cult,” I explained to the town guard as I presented a cart full of unconscious bodies. “A cult of the sea god Ughaxar, which somehow concluded the rumored tentacles in the forest were his new manifestation.”
“And the fire?” the guard raised a skeptical brow.
“Apparently, the most logical thing to make your sea god appear is to set the forest ON FIRE!”
Yeah, I may have lost my chill a bit. In my defense, none of the cultists were dead, and that was all the restraint I had for today.
Curse the day I had.
And the week.
And the month.
The troubles connected to the blasted tentacles kept coming. Pun not intended, because I did everything in my power to not see people fornicating out in the open ever again.
As the tale of the tentacles spread around, more adventures, rich nobles, and curious farmer’s daughters with a particular kink kept showing up. At some point the horny bunch decided if they couldn’t have life-changing sex with a plant, a tumble with another horny human was fine, so now my forest was becoming a bizarre quickie ground.
I hated it.
Especially how the tales of long, slimy, writhing tentacles invaded my own dreams. The feeling of them against my skin—
No, I wasn’t going to think about that.
With renewed determination, I decided to investigate the rumor myself.
I would love to say I knew everything that happened in my forest, but the truth was I didn’t have eyes everywhere. It took a week just to cross the wild space, and I relied on the information provided by the common folk who lived around the forest and those who used it to hunt or gather. Inside the forest, there were only a few inhabited spaces, and I had an agreement of mutual ‘not my business’ with the witch, and an old lady who may or may have not been a missing princess once upon a time, living on my territory. But maybe this time I should pay them a visit…
As luck would have, I started with the witch. The magical barrier around her abode was in place, but…
I frowned and examined the flowing magic. It was silvery blue now, not the green I was used to.
My hand touched the barrier, and I hissed at the warning spark of magic. I was keyed into the wards by the Witch so either she has removed the permission for me to enter…
I watched a tall, regal man approach from the other side of the barrier.
…or the magic was no longer hers.
“Who are you?” I asked brusquely.
“It’s customary for the one knocking at the door to introduce themself first,” the man looked at me down his long nose.
“Ranger Vesper Dache,” I said politely, adding a little bow for good measure. “Now, who the fuck are you and what in the nine hells are you doing in my forest?”
“Your forest?” amusement curled the stranger’s lips. “You only traverse this forest, temporarily taking care of it. I would say it’s more of my forest since I at least have the deeds to a small portion of it.”
I bristled.
“Listen here, you—”
“The Herbalist. You may call me The Herbalist,” he said magnanimously, and I was this close to clocking him in his pretty face.
“Wait, you are dealing in herbs? And… plants?” I asked suspiciously. “Do you have any tentacle plants by chance?”
“Of course. That’s my specialty after all.”
I stood there speechless for a good minute while the Herbalist looked boredly at his perfectly manicured nails.
“I’m going to throw you out of my forest,” I stated flatly.
“Oh?” The Herbalist perked up. “I would love to see you try.”
“Mark my words!” I barked out and turned on my heel.
“Good luck!” the man’s call followed me like the highest mockery.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I want him gone,” I said, after slamming my hands on the Mayor’s desk.
“W-who?” the Mayor asked, his eyes wide and his glasses slightly askew from when he threw himself back at my violent entrance.
“The Herbalist!” I snarled.
“Oh, the guy who moved into the witch’s abode when she left to marry her fiancé?” The Mayor blinked.
“Did everyone except me know about that?” I asked, my teeth gritted.
“Um. I thought you knew?” the man sweated under my gaze.
“I didn’t. And now I want that utter prick to leave.”
“Hmm, I think I just got some correspondence about him from the crown? If you are lucky, it’s an arrest warrant! Haha!” the Mayor laughed awkwardly.
I held out my hand and soon my eyes were flying over the beautiful lettering of a royal missive.
The contents could be summed thus:
The Herbalist (no name given) is an honored guest in the Luciren forest, with a deed to the land no less.
He is not to be harmed.
In fact, the King himself insisted he is to be treated like royalty.
“Fucking fuckity fuck,” I swore as the letter fell from my finger.
I just cursed out and threatened a powerful figure who could tattle to the King and remove me from my position. Or remove my head.
The Mayor looked at me in horror after he read the letter, as if he knew what I had done.
I staggered out of his office, contemplating if my beloved vocation or my wretched life were worth crawling back to the smug bastard and apologizing.
No, I concluded, they weren’t.
But all other living beings besides humans who lived in the forest did not deserve to lose their protector.
I approached the blue barrier once more.
How do you knock politely on a magical structure that wants to send shocks through you? With a sigh, I placed my hand on the surface once more, just for a moment, before I jerked it away and shook the static from my tingling fingers.
The Herbalist made me wait for several minutes. I was starting to think he wouldn’t show up when he finally appeared.
“Master Herbalist,” I greeted with a stiff bow.
“Ranger.”
“I have come to… to apologize. I was out of line,” I got out quickly, knowing my frustration was likely to climb up for every minute spent in the other’s presence.
“Well, well,” the Herbalist propped himself lazily against a tree, his arms crossed. “What has caused you to change your very clear and very loud position?”
“I had a sudden enlightenment,” I grit out. “Sometimes written words can have such an impact on us they change our worldview.”
You know I’m talking about your royal friends, you bastard. My eyes spoke what my mouth couldn’t.
“Oh? I didn’t take you for such a learned man to put so much stock in the written word. I would wager you are someone to see the true nature beneath pretty words,” the Herbalist said, using, notably, many pretty words.
I was not made for such courtly banter.
“The true nature is always revealed, sooner or later. Tell me, Master Herbalist, am I forgiven for my transgression?”
“It’s only in the nature of a beast to bite and scratch,” the man smiled. “But for me to let your little faux pas be bygones, I require your help with a small matter.”
Here it was. The gloating of a noble with a peasant at their feet, taking pleasure in tormenting someone who could not protest their orders. Let the abuse begin.
“Speak and it shall be done,” I said grimly.
“At the eastern side of the forest near the last meander of the river, there’s a developing colony of Heracleum altissima. It’s—”
“I know those plants. I have dealt with them for years and I thought I had managed to get rid of all of them. The itching they cause is horrible and the local beetle population gets sick from its spores.”
“Then my request will be a breeze for you. Please, get rid of this invasive species. How did it even get here?”
“A few years ago, a noble’s daughter made her wedding procession go through the forest and they had a brilliant idea of throwing flower seeds around to make her path to marriage be a flowering road when she returns here for the anniversary.”
The Herbalist’s brows shot up at my careful rendition of the story. It was satisfying to surprise him.
“I take it keeping to local wildflowers was deemed too plebeian?” the man asked with no small amount of sarcasm. I couldn’t hold a snort of laughter from escaping me at the deadpan delivery.
“Indeed! Most of the exotic seeds did not take, thank the stars, but Heracleum altissima likes to make my life hard.”
Just like someone else, I thought, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“Let’s hope no one has such a brilliant idea again,” the Herbalist smiled, and for once it was not a mocking smile but one that crinkled the corners of his eyes. He said it as if we were friends sharing a joke. The expression made him look nearly approachable.
I blanked my face. Letting myself be drawn to that smile was a terrible idea.
“What else can I do for you, Master Herbalist?” I droned.
“That is all,” the man frowned. “Take care of the outcropping of this invasive species, and I will hold no grudges.”
That was all? I squinted at him suspiciously, but nodded and hastily said my goodbyes.
With the witch, Anetta, I would have to pay her for the information on the new Heracleum Altissima spot. She considered informing me doing me a favor. And here the Herbalist was, letting me pay in this way for my blunder.
Maybe he cared about the forest, just like I did.
That would be nice, having someone who understood the intricacies of flora and fauna and how humans and other elements affected it and who didn’t have to be told such simple facts, like invasive species being bad for the forest.
I shook my head to get rid of the ridiculous daydream and got to work.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was naïve of me to think the Herbalist and I could see eye to eye. Months later, I was pretty sure my initial assessment was correct: the man was a bastard.
Our personalities clashed and every time we met the friction ratcheted back to the level where I wished I could shoot lightning from my eyes. At first, I tried to be nice. Even polite. It was more for the sake of not pissing the crown off than anything else, true, but I made an effort. The smug Herbalist made it impossible to keep it up. Soon enough, I threw caution to the wind and started giving back as good as
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