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May, anno
Domini 1146

The Telle
Monastery in Dover, situated upon the precipice overlooking the
English Channel, was surrounded on all sides by sea wind, towering
waves, and the monotonous cries of seabirds. Though the environment
was harsh and forbidding, it held rank among the most noble
monasteries of France, graced by the patronage of the Duchess of
Normandy.

At this very
moment, the Duchess Margaret Jushur Reyes sat within a dimly lit
chamber behind the monastery walls.

The sunlight
streaming through the narrow high window could only illuminate the
wooden table before it, upon which lay a rose already wilting. The
Duchess's gaze rested upon the sole color in this chamber.

Her youth had
long since departed, and today, a Spanish merchant vessel would
deliver a young and beautiful maiden, the bride of her son. This
girl
would be called the Duchess of Normandy, and would supplant her
position in the kingdom and in her son's heart.

She understood
clearly in her heart that her own life, though once fresh and full,
like this withered flower, would soon be forgotten by all.

Beyond the
monastery walls stretched a vast expanse of sea, extending
southward
to the Strait of Gibraltar; northward it merged with the frozen
plains of Scandinavia.

Through the
misty morning fog upon the waters, a massive merchant vessel cut
through the waves, trailed closely by three escorting frigates.
They
sailed along this route, bound for Normandy in France. Upon every
mast of this magnificent fleet, gold and blue banners fluttered
proudly, the conspicuous emblem of Spanish royalty.

A young man
cloaked in black stood at the bow of the main vessel, gazing
anxiously toward the distant coastline not yet visible.

"According
to your orders, we patrol every hour," the captain reported
humbly from behind him. "Nothing shall go amiss, I assure you."

The young man
pondered, "What of that vessel from the day before yesterday?"

"It
appeared to harbor no hostile intent, merely another merchant ship,
perhaps?"

"A
merchant ship without colors, answering no signals?" Observing
this unpredictable expanse of sea, his expression grew grave.
"Heighten the alert. Beyond routine patrols, maintain contact
with other vessels, preserve uniform speed and formation."

He noticed the
tension betrayed in the captain's rigid posture, and so smiled
gently, placing a hand upon the captain's shoulder. "Only two
days remain until we reach France. Hold steadfast!"

The reassuring
tone and gesture seemed to gradually ease the captain's
apprehension.
He exhaled slowly, "I understand, my lord."

A newly
enlisted sailor watched this scene from afar. He turned to the
first
mate beside him in disbelief, "Who is that fellow? The captain
seems to fear him?"

The first mate
glared at him. "You know not? That fellow is Seranstian
Conrad."

*

The fleet
proceeded steadily toward the horizon. As evening approached, the
wind rose upon the sea, and clouds slowly accumulated in the
heights
above. The water gleamed, reflecting vast purple clouds stretching
across the sky. Sunlight pierced through the gaps in the clouds,
illuminating a flock of wild swans flying before the fleet.

The Spanish
princess, future Duchess of Normandy, Anna Donna Constance, leaned
upon the ship's rail. Conrad ascended to the deck and caught sight
of
her slender silhouette.

The richly
attired young handmaidens clustered behind her bowed deeply in
courtesy as he approached.

He drew near to
her, gently placed his black cloak upon her shoulders, and stood
beside her in silent contemplation of the tranquil and serene vista
before them.

Suddenly,
Constance inquired:

"Those
swans, are they flying toward Sweden?"

"Hmm?"
Conrad felt somewhat taken aback.

"After
studying Swedish for so long, only to be sent to France."
Constance gazed toward the sea, shaking her head with a bitter
smile.

"Scandinavia
is too cold. You would find such a climate difficult to adjust to.
And besides...it is far more dangerous there. The war between King
Karl Gustav and Prince Eric has not yet ended."

"If that
is the case, then why did you decide to have me marry the Swedish
king in the first place?"

"……"

"Was it
you who persuaded him to change his mind?" Constance pressed
further.

"He has
many matters to attend to. It is inevitable that some
considerations
may be overlooked." Conrad replied softly to her.

"In truth,
it matters little to me whether it is the Swedish king or the Duke
of
Normandy. Does it make any difference to me? He merely needs me to
marry into a prestigious lineage." Her tone carried resignation,
yet beneath it ran a thread of resentment.

Conrad remained
silent, uncertain what to say.

Constance
turned her head, fixing her gaze upon Conrad's profile. His deep
chestnut hair danced in the sea breeze, and the sky reflected in
the
water seemed to gather entirely within those dark, fathomless eyes.
He stood like a sculpture, gleaming in the fading light of the
sunset.

She reached out
and grasped his wrist tightly, her grip firm enough to cause Conrad
a
moment of pain.

"He loves
you more. Otherwise, why would he send me away yet keep you by his
side? Selig."

Conrad still
could not find words to speak. He could only gently draw her toward
himself, holding her close, and placed a tender kiss upon her
hair.

She hid her
head beneath his shoulder.

"But I
love you as well. I only wish that he would look upon me the way he
looks upon you. Do you understand, Selig?" She shook his
shoulder, her voice hoarse in a whisper. "Do you all
understand?"

The cool night
descended. The night sky was clear and pristine, the moon about to
sink into the sea. A gentle breeze passed through, and the sails
billowed full. Conrad sat facing the wind, drawing his coat tighter
around himself.

"By
daybreak, we shall be able to see Dover."

He exhaled
softly and found his thoughts turning once more to Constance.
Memories surged forth like waves, pressing down upon his chest.
Weary, he leaned against the rail and closed his eyes.

The ship
drifted upon gentle waters, rocking with steady rhythm, and the
sound
of waves lapping reached his ears. Imperceptibly, Conrad slipped
into
a trance like unto a dream. He seemed to feel himself sinking
slowly,
descending toward the deepest, most tranquil depths of the sea.

"Die,
die." A voice whispered in the darkness. "Go the way
Orlando did."

Suddenly, a
chill seized him, and Conrad jolted awake. Firelight flickered, and
there was a commotion at the bow of the ship. Hurried footsteps
crisscrossed the deck.

"What is
happening?" He grabbed hold of a passing sailor.

"It is a
French merchant vessel attacked by pirates. Some of the crew
managed
to escape."

"The
captain is ordering them to be hauled aboard so we might question
them about the pirates."

Pirates! They
had come at last! The voyage had been so calm that even Conrad
found
it ominous. It turned out they had simply fixed their sights upon
other prey. As Conrad made his way toward the rail, he quietly gave
thanks: by tomorrow they would be entering Normandy waters.

The sailors on
watch began to converge at the rail, and those resting below decks
came up to the deck out of curiosity. The dull voyage finally held
some excitement.

For a moment,
the deck fell into some disarray.

Suddenly, a
chill ran down Conrad's spine, and without any rational cause,
tension seized him. This was the warning of danger approaching!

"Wait,
Captain!" he called out loudly. "Do not let them aboard
yet!"

"What?"
The captain turned back in confusion.

His body had
scarcely turned halfway when a dull sound erupted, and a burst of
flames suddenly rose upon his chest. He stared at Conrad in horror,
not even able to cry out before he swayed and tumbled down over the
rail into the sea.

In the next
instant, burning fire arrows came rushing at them from all
directions
like a swarm of locusts, accompanied by the whooshing of wind. The
oil sails caught fire first, instantly transforming into enormous
flaming banners as the roaring flames spread along the sail ropes
across the surrounding deck.

Countless iron
grappling hooks were hurled upward, catching hold of the ship's
railings. The dark sea erupted with wild roars, carrying threats,
displays of force, and the exhilaration of imminent victory.

The sailors
were thrown into panic, glancing about frantically, unable to
discern
from which direction the attack was coming. They were all seasoned
professionals. It was simply that the assault came too swiftly, too
unexpectedly, and at the very moment they believed safety was
within
reach.

"Boom!"
The blast of heat sent Conrad stumbling backward. He lifted his
head
and froze instantly. The powder magazines of three escort vessels
erupted with tremendous force, flames continuously surging upward,
carrying splinters of wood high into the sky.

What was to be
done? In this moment of gravest peril, whom should be protected?
Who
mattered most?

Conrad
struggled to his feet and rushed across the deck with all his
strength, heedless of the burning fragments of sail raining down
around him. His eyes stung from the smoke, yet he could still make
out clusters of pirates scaling the ship's rail, while sailors
grasped at whatever lay at hand to resist, only to cry out in agony
as they were cleaved by blades and axes.

In the chaos,
no one noticed his movements.

Conrad rushed
down into the cabin, where the pandemonium on the deck could now be
heard with startling clarity.

"What is
happening?" Constance rose to her feet, her face pale, yet she
maintained her composure.

Conrad took her
hand. "Pirates!" he answered curtly, simultaneously sliding
open a concealed door in the cabin wall. A passageway, half a man's
height in width, appeared before them.

As a
precaution, he had long ago hidden a swift skiff in the stern
cabin,
well stocked with sufficient fresh water and provisions. By his
calculations based on the current waves and wind speed, they could
certainly reach the French coast within two days.

Conrad pushed
Constance through and was about to follow when...

A soft "crack"
sounded from the floorboards behind them.

Almost without
thinking, Conrad ducked sharply, and a cold blade whistled past his
hair line just as his left elbow drove back with brutal force into
his assailant's belly.

"Go! To
the stern cabin!" Conrad shouted at Constance, but she stood
frozen, unmoving, her eyes filled with terror. Then he saw it
clearly: a thin long sword was held against her slender, pale neck,
and from the shadows behind her emerged the cold, mocking face of a
man.

The sound of
chaotic footsteps came simultaneously from the cabin door and the
hidden passage. Conrad's heart sank slowly. Their last escape route
had been cut off. They had fallen into an absolute trap.

When they were
brought up to the deck, Conrad realized they might be the only
survivors.

The slaughter
had ended, and the fire was extinguished. The horizon began to glow
white. All around were groans and pleas, but the victors had no
time
to heed them. They were busy hurling bodies into the sea, those
dead,
half dead, and those still feebly struggling. The deck beneath
their
feet was covered with a thick layer of coagulated blood, which
crackled under their treading.

Constance
turned away, trying to escape the sight, only to see her attendants
dragged from the cabin and bound to the ship's rail like
cattle.

"Selig!"
Her entire body trembled, and instinctively she grasped Conrad's
shoulder. He, meanwhile, kept his eyes fixed upon the masthead.

Where the
Spanish royal flag had hung before, another flag now rose: bearing
three blue wave lines and an ice mountain. Conrad drew in a sharp
breath:

"Josel!"

A man stretched
out his limbs, reclined lazily beneath fluttering banners, and
surveyed the bloodied yet orderly battlefield with unhurried
composure. His face was concealed beneath a black leather mask,
revealing only slightly upturned lips, a sharply defined jawline,
and
a head of golden curls dancing in the wind.

The young man
who had seized Constance walked directly toward him and murmured
something. The masked figure raised his eyes, glanced at Conrad and
Constance, and made a gesture of assent.

The large man
who had been dragging Constance suddenly cried out loudly: "She
should be mine; I found her first!"

"Yet you
were beaten senseless by that boy," the young man replied. The
pirates around them burst into raucous laughter. The large man
could
only grumble in displeasure, glaring fiercely at Conrad.

"Enough!"
The masked man clapped his hands. Though his voice was soft, it
silenced the surrounding laughter. "Gene will not compete with
you for her; she is yours. However, you have only seven days, and
then," he nodded toward Constance, "she becomes communal
property."

His words were
law. The large man chuckled and dragged Constance into his embrace.
She stared desperately at Conrad, her trembling lips seeming as
though she wished to call out his name.

The masked man
no longer looked at Conrad but turned toward the cabin. Several
pirates shoved Conrad, and he crashed heavily against the railing.
Immediately, someone bound his wrists with sinew rope. The watching
pirates sneered wickedly as one of them unwound his headscarf and
approached. Conrad knew that once his eyes were covered, his fate
would be sealed like that of the dead sailors.

He quickly
surveyed his surroundings in a flash. Several images flickered past
like lightning: the masked man with his back turned, the distance
between them, the approaching pirate, and the dagger hanging at his
waist.

As the
blindfold was placed over Conrad's head, the hands holding him
relaxed slightly.

The masked man
was intently listening to the young man report the battle when
suddenly a cry of alarm erupted behind him, and something crashed
heavily onto the deck. His hand instinctively grasped his sword
hilt,
but before he could turn, a dagger was already pressed against his
neck.

"Do not
move!" came a low, resolute command as Conrad seized him with
his left hand clamped around the man's shoulder, holding him firmly
in submission.

All movement on
the deck froze instantly. In a silence that seemed almost
crystallized, the pirates slowly surrounded them from all
sides.

"Wishing
to display your valor before the lady?" The masked man spoke
with a cold laugh. "You had best seize the moment well; this may
be your final opportunity."

Conrad's heart
was racing wildly. He took a deep breath to suppress the rising
tide
of fear, then spoke in a steady voice, loudly:

"What you
have seized is a wedding escort fleet of the Spanish royal family.
This girl is Princess Anna Donna Constance, destined to become the
Duchess of Normandy and the Princess of Wales. Deliver her safely
to
France, and you shall receive a substantial ransom. However, if she
suffers any insult or harm and loses her eligibility to become a
duchess, you will not only receive not a single coin but will
certainly face the combined pursuit of three kingdoms."

He paused, then
continued in a low voice near the masked man's ear: "I know your
reputation and your methods, Josel. Therefore, I have no intention
of
making any threats."

He released his
grip and stepped backward gradually, his fingers pivoting to grasp
the blade by its hilt, presenting the sharp weapon before Josel
with
both hands.

"I merely
ask of you, for the sake of your own interests, that you release
these girls."

Josel turned
his face. They faced each other for the first time, each assessing
the other. It was then that Conrad discovered that hidden beneath
the
mask were a pair of blue eyes as cold and brilliant as precious
gems.

Josel extended
his hand and slowly accepted the dagger. Suddenly, he raised his
arm,
and before Conrad could react, the hilt came crashing down heavily
on
the back of his head.

The
excruciating pain from the impact with the ground seemed not to
originate from his own body; Constance's startled cry sounded as
though it came from a distant, thick fog. Before losing
consciousness
entirely, Conrad's last clear impression was of a pair of cold blue
eyes gazing down at him beneath the sky.
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"Twenty
four tapestry paintings, twenty four gold and silver enamel inlay
paintings, twenty cases of gold florins, twenty cases of silver
florins, forty cases of silk fabrics, twenty cases of Lombard
blankets, seven cases of jewelry ornaments, thirty barrels of wine,
twelve cases of spices, seven crowns, six prayer books, and in
addition to all that, the priceless Princess Anna." Gene handed
the inventory to Josel. "How much are you planning to ask them
for?"

Josel examined
the parchment in his hand, his mask covered face revealing nothing
of
whether he was satisfied with these spoils. After a moment, he
raised
his head. "Seven thousand francs from Normandy, and from Spain,
forty five hundred perhaps." He noted the questioning look in
Gene's eyes. "Her husband's family should be more eager to avoid
scandal, and since the attack occurred within French waters, the
Duke
of Normandy bears greater responsibility."

"What of
her young lover? The one who..."

"Selig."
Josel replied with a slight smile, "I have no intention of
releasing him so quickly."

Understanding
the implication, Gene's face darkened at once. "I thought you
would behave more normally this time."

Josel cast him
a glance tinged with wounded feelings. "You used to object
whenever I took an interest in boys, but now he is a grown
man."

"There is
still a Princess Anna in this matter."

"She is
untouchable, Gene." Josel broke into laughter. "We deliver
intact goods for payment; we cannot damage our own reputation for
her
sake." He draped an arm across Gene's shoulders, deliberately
lowering his voice. "But you know as well as I do that after
each victory, I become particularly excited. Would you prefer I
turned to you instead?"

Gene stared at
him expressionlessly. "Have I ever taught you to speak to your
brother-in-law in such a manner?"

"How
remarkable that you still remember that," Josel said with
satisfaction, nodding his head. "My dear Gene, I have given you
my sister; surely you can allow me to retain some small
indulgences."

The door to the
bedchamber had been left ajar, and now a gentle knock suddenly
sounded. Both men started slightly, turning their eyes in that
direction at once.

A slender
figure stood in the doorway, and the dim light cast from the
bedchamber threw a circle of warm radiance across his well
proportioned silhouette.

"Your
beauty has awakened," Gene sighed with resignation. He patted
Josel on the shoulder. "We are to discuss the distribution of
goods at supper; do not be late."

With that, he
turned and departed without looking back, as if unwilling to linger
here a moment longer.

The warehouse
door closed, leaving only the victor and his captive, face to face,
with wavering shadows between them. For a moment, both remained
silent.

Then Josel's
mocking baritone broke the silence. "You knock even at such a
time? In what sort of environment did you grow up?"

"To enter
another's territory without permission is the behavior of a
savage,"
Conrad replied flatly.

Josel raised an
eyebrow slightly. He detected the subtle attack in the words, but
found himself unmoved. For he knew that the weapon he held in his
hand possessed sufficient power to bring this arrogant young man to
heel.

"Is the
Princess Anna Donna Constance equally sharp tongued as you?"

The elegant
silhouette against the backlighting wavered slightly. "Do not
touch her!"

"What does
it feel like to escort one's beloved to marriage?"

But this man,
whom the princess affectionately called Selig, paid no heed
whatsoever to his mockery.

"Do not
touch her!" He merely repeated the phrase with stubborn
insistence. Because of the backlighting, Josel could not make out
his
expression, but the urgency and concern in his voice came through
with crystalline clarity.

He could not
escape now!

"Relax a
little, knight." Josel spoke in an unhurried manner, "Though
she is tender and tempting, my interests lie elsewhere."

Conrad's brow
furrowed slightly as he gazed at him with some bewilderment.

Josel's gaze
traced from the collarbone and chest exposed beyond Conrad's
neckline, moving all the way down to the groin tightly wrapped in
Italian-style breeches, and he smiled. This smile was entirely
different from the friendly one he had just shown Gene, a teasing
smile brimming with uninhibited sexual suggestion.

Conrad suddenly
felt a chill run down his spine.

As a mature man
in his station, he had heard various rumors about such matters. Yet
he had never imagined this would happen to him.

The pain left
by Josel's blow to the back of his neck intensified, pulsing
against
his head in waves. Conrad lowered his head against the doorframe,
pressing his fingers firmly against his temple.

"Would you
like some water?" A tall shadow fell over him as Josel held the
cup to his lips.

Conrad turned
his face away. "How shameless!" His rebuke was weak and
cold.

Josel shrugged
with an indifferent gesture. "I have other matters to attend to
now. If you change your mind, strip naked and wait for me in bed."
He placed the cup gently into Conrad's hand. "Though I am not a
man who can restrain himself for long. Perhaps that princess might
prove more understanding."

He fixed his
gaze upon this helpless prey, extending his hand to gently brush
aside the chestnut hair that half obscured his sharply defined
cheek.
Conrad recoiled, withdrawing into the doorway, and with a
resounding
"bang," shut the door in Josel's face.

After waiting a
moment, there was no sound from the other side. Josel shook his
head.
This was precisely why he favored young men. Once past twenty, they
developed an incomprehensible vanity and shame, transforming what
should be sweet pleasure into something sinful.

He calculated
that there might not be enough time to conquer this prey today.
Perhaps it would be better to postpone until after dinner.

Just as he
turned to leave, there came a soft "click," and the door
behind him slowly cracked open. After hesitating for several
seconds,
it suddenly swung wide.

Conrad was
wrapped entirely in bedding, his long hair cascading softly over
his
shoulders, which were completely bare.

Josel nodded
with satisfaction and extended one hand.

"Come."
A low, commanding order, laden with unspoken confidence and
superiority of the victor.

Hesitantly,
Conrad shuffled forward a few steps. Josel lunged, seizing the
fabric
about him.

The sheet
trembled slightly. Josel could sense his prey struggling to
retreat,
futilely yet irrepressibly resisting. His eyes darted and wavered,
betraying flustered shame and forced indignation.

This
unconscious reaction made Josel understand that the body before
him,
waiting to be possessed, had never been touched by anyone. He would
be the first man to experience and savor its pain, resistance, and
surrender.

The thrill of
defiling virginity sent a rush of desire through Josel, and his
arousal became immediately apparent.

With a forceful
motion, Conrad was pulled into the man's embrace. His body was
turned
around, the sheet pulled down to his waist, two hands gripping his
groin firmly. As he stumbled toward the bed, his bare buttocks
brushed against a hot, rigid body. That hardness sought to part his
cheeks and thrust inside.

Disgust,
terror, and shame crawled across Conrad's entire body like icy
worms.
He instinctively twisted, desperate to escape. Yet a hand pressed
firmly against his lower abdomen, forcing him flush against that
branding iron of desire; another hand simultaneously gripped the
back
of his neck, driving his upper body forward, down, down further.
This
position forced him to spread his legs wide just to maintain
balance.

In that moment,
a tearing agony flooded his lower abdomen, accompanied by a
scorching
burn that engulfed him. Conrad bit down hard to stifle the cry that
rose to his throat. The man showed no tenderness, driving straight
into his inexperienced, parched body.

His entire
frame went rigid, his lower muscles convulsing in waves of
pain.

The man
groaned, pressing his body against Conrad's back, his voice hoarse
and dripping with carnal heat as it brushed against Conrad's cheek.
"Don't clench so tight," he bit at his earlobe. "Or
you'll really regret what comes next."

As if to prove
his words, the flesh held so tightly began to move with increasing
urgency.

His upper body
was compressed into the mattress. The exhaustion from passive
motion
and this posture that flooded his head with blood left Conrad dizzy
and disoriented. He could no longer grip the sheets wrapped around
him; they gradually loosened, sliding down his sides and off the
bed.

He wanted to
struggle, but the man's palm, heavy and burning with heat, pressed
down on his neck, keeping his body pinned. All he could do was sway
back and forth with each movement on his back. His chest was rubbed
raw and aching by the coarse felt blanket, yet it paled in
comparison
to the agony already spreading through his entire abdomen. Tears
born
purely from physical sensation burned his eyes.

That iron hard
object continued its assault, faster and more forceful with each
thrust. The man on his back had reached the peak of his frenzy,
while
Conrad felt utterly depleted, his body beginning to collapse,
sustained only by that flesh. When the man suddenly withdrew,
Conrad
fell limp to the floor.

He knew he had
not lost consciousness, for he could still hear the footsteps
receding into distance, the collision of the door panel, and a
heavy,
dull thud. He could even discern the sound of the wooden bolt
sliding
into place.

A stream of
warm liquid slowly flowed from his body, trickling down the inside
of
his thigh like a winding worm.

Wipe it away!
Clean yourself at once!

A voice roared
at him. Yet he had lost even the strength to move his fingertips.
He
leaned against the bed's edge, his head hanging down onto the felt
blanket, his limbs limp and useless, like a broken toy.

Before the
liquid on his body had even fully dried, he fell into a deep
sleep.


                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 3
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

Icy water stung
his lips, his forehead, and finally his entire face. In a haze, he
heard someone weeping.

His eyelashes
trembled as his eyes flew open.

The first thing
to enter his vision was Constance's slender shoulder, her flaxen
curls draped loosely about her waist. She turned her face toward
him,
fixing him with a strange gaze.

What is it?

Conrad raised
his upper body and reached out his hand toward her. Only then did
he
discover that his body beneath the sheets was completely bare.

Suddenly, the
shameful memories surged back, as vivid and searing as if branded
into his very flesh. He recalled the tearing pain of his body being
forced open, his helpless struggles, and finally collapsing to the
floor.

Conrad fixed
his gaze intently upon Constance: "Was it... was it you... who
carried me onto the bed?"

She lowered her
eyes and nodded, barely perceptible.

She saw it!
That filthy body covered in bodily fluids and blood had actually
let
her see it!

Constance kept
her head lowered, her long hair concealing her face, and Conrad
could
not discern what she was thinking. His hand, gripping the mattress,
trembled with tension. If he were to reach out and pull her now,
would she recoil with disgust and draw away?

A suffocating
silence descended.

Quietly, a soft
and warm hand covered Conrad's icy fist.

"Selig."
The voice was barely audible, laden with barely suppressed sorrow.
Constance drew closer to him, encircled his neck with her arms, and
pressed a kiss to his face.

Since
childhood, she had grown accustomed to offering him solace in this
manner.

Conrad trembled
as he exhaled, burying his head deep in her embrace. Just as he was
on the verge of tears, a deep male voice echoed from the doorway:
"Your time has concluded, Your Highness. Now it is my turn."

A tall man
wearing a mask leaned against the doorframe. He lazily gestured for
Constance to leave.

Conrad's body
went rigid. He slowly sat upright, desperately attempting to cover
himself with the fabric.

Constance
hesitated. She glanced at Conrad, then suddenly declared loudly: "I
will not leave. He requires care. Can you not see how weakened he
has
become?"

Her passion and
stubbornness took Conrad completely aback. He raised his head and
noticed Josel's expression of evident impatience. He hastily
pressed
a hand upon Constance's shoulder. "It is well, I am fine,"
he said gently. "Return to your quarters. I shall come to see
you."

He truly did
not wish for her to persist. This was neither Madrid nor Rome. No
matter how noble their station, they could only submit to this man
now.

She gazed at
him with concern and tenderness, bit her lip, and finally rose to
leave.

"How
deeply devoted you are to one another," Josel said, closing the
door behind him, his tone uniquely soft yet indifferent as he spoke
with unhurried ease.

Conrad remained
silent. He had been seized by an urge to cry out: "Why did you
bring her here!" Yet as Josel drew nearer, his anger and courage
gradually dissipated into nothingness.

The sky
remained dark and murky, while the room was illuminated by
lamplight.
Josel passed before the candles, and the firelight cast his shadow
upon the wall, gradually extending toward the ceiling. Was it
merely
an illusion created by the flickering light? Conrad perceived his
form to be extraordinarily tall, so imposing that it seemed to rob
him of breath.

A single act of
violation had instilled in him a fear of this man that seemed to
have
penetrated into every nerve of his being.

He struggled to
lean backward, yet found no escape. The fabric slipped down from
his
chest, gathering at his hips, delineating the contours of his lower
body. Josel, with immense satisfaction, savored from above the
rose-tinted, half-nude form exposed upon the white sheets.

He placed the
water pitcher and bread upon a nearby chair. "I have brought you
something. Shall you eat first and then proceed, or shall we begin
now?"

"I... I
cannot endure any more. If I continue, I shall perish!"

Josel laughed
as though amused. "How so? Children smaller than you can manage
it several times in succession." He spoke in a tone almost
tender, while unfastening the coverings upon Conrad's body. "Come
now, fear not. One becomes accustomed to it."

Conrad pressed
himself against the wall. He wished to struggle, yet his entire
body
was without strength. He could only watch helplessly as his legs
were
forced apart.

"Assume
the position." The urgent, impatient fervor made clear to Conrad
that this was not the moment when the man would tolerate any
resistance.

Yet when Conrad
took on the posture he remembered, Josel did not immediately
proceed.

The first time
had been too hasty, too rushed, causing even him some discomfort.
This time, he intended to savor it deliberately.

He pressed his
feverish body against Conrad's back, savoring the smoothness of his
skin. His thighs rubbed insistently against Conrad's buttocks until
he felt that cool body begin to warm, then he slowly pushed
inside.

He nibbled at
Conrad's neck and shoulders with deliberate intensity, his
fingertips
tracing across his chest and nipples, flicking, kneading, and
teasing. The prey in his arms grew increasingly tense yet more
responsive, and he moved his hand to Conrad's taut abdomen,
circling
around his center as he caressed him in all directions.

Conrad's
knuckles grew white as he gripped the mattress, his hips writhing
as
he clenched around Josel, contracting in waves as he struggled to
escape the control from both sides, yet only causing the sensation
within to swell more intensely.

"Yes, just
like that!" Josel growled low, unable to restrain his heavy
breathing. "Move, move, faster!" His grip tightened, his
rough palms moving more rapidly against Conrad's most sensitive
place.

Waves of
searing pain radiated from between his thighs, spreading throughout
his lower belly until his lower body felt as though it might
ignite.
Conrad bit his own wrist, desperately fighting the urge to cry out.
The air filled with the sounds of bodies moving together, panting,
moaning; he could not distinguish which sounds came from himself
and
which from the man at his back.

Amid this
debauchery, he heard a peculiar sucking sound, like an infant
greedily consuming its own fingers. After a moment, Conrad realized
it was the sound of the man moving in and out of his body.

"Do you
hear it? You are consuming me," the whisper at his ear, laced
with wanton laughter. "Does it taste good?"

Conrad could
not help but become aroused, his lower body throbbing painfully,
yet
Josel's fingers restricted the blood flow within, preventing his
desire from finding release.

"Let go!
Let go!" Conrad writhed as he growled intermittently.

"Let go of
what? When I am finished, then it will be your turn."

Warm, milky
liquid splattered across his abdomen and chest, dripping wetly down
his skin.

Josel
straightened up and watched Conrad collapse. Once his breathing
steadied, once his convulsing body gradually relaxed, he turned him
over.

Conrad was
covered in perspiration, still trembling slightly, his damp hair
clinging to his cheeks. His chest, covered with a thin layer of
sweat, gleamed under the light with a honeyed luster, rising and
falling with his rapid gasps.

He lay in that
brief haze following climax, radiating an exhausted and languid
beauty that stirred Josel once more. He felt the desire he had just
expended ignite again within him.

His legs were
spread apart and lifted high against his chest; Conrad had no
strength to resist until a hot, hard length pressed against his
entrance, when he suddenly jolted back to awareness.

"No! No
more!" he cried out with what strength remained, but that flesh
had already thrust mercilessly into his torn opening.

What happened
next, Conrad did not remember clearly; he was pressed beneath his
own
thighs and the man's weight, struggling to breathe. In any case, it
was the same pain and gasping, the man's member moving within him
in
a monotonous rhythm, everything much the same as the last time or
the
time before.

The only
difference was that this time, without the man's provocation, he
reached his climax.

The passion
gradually subsided, and the thoroughly satisfied man withdrew. As
he
departed, he even flashed an appreciative smile at Conrad.

Conrad lay
motionless, collapsed as though utterly drained between the
bloodstained fabric. The man took the candle with him, and the
light
faded with his footsteps, disappearing into complete darkness.

After a long
while, he struggled to prop himself up and gathered his clothes
scattered upon the floor.

With a metallic
clang, a gleaming object slipped down from his garments. Conrad
stared at it blankly for a long while before comprehending what it
was.

It was the
crucifix Orlando had given him on the first day he took his holy
orders.

Conrad bent
down and grasped this talisman tightly, like a drowning man
clutching
at a straw.

The night wind
from the sea blew through the window, caressing his face. He raised
his head and gazed out into the darkness beyond.

A meteor
streaked across the deep blue tranquility of the night sky,
followed
by several more trails of light descending in its wake.

"Look,
Selig, those meteors."

"Each
meteor is a soul from heaven. The moment it touches our tainted
air,
it loses its radiance."

"But you
are different. Wherever you are, you remain eternally pure."

Orlando! Good
Lord! Orlando!

Why would he
recall him at such a moment?

If you saw me
as I am now, would you still say so tenderly: "Selig, my Selig.
You are Saint Joseph, the most beautiful among the apostles"?

Conrad clutched
the crucifix in his hand with a death grip, the metal searing deep
into his palm, yet he felt nothing.

Unclean, how
defiled! To derive pleasure from a man's assault is not this a
greater sin than the assault itself?

He slowly
curled his body, bit down on his own fist, and silently awaited the
horror, rage, and shame to disperse from his body with his
tears.
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Water and bread
sat on the chair by the bedside, yet Conrad had no appetite
whatsoever. He felt no hunger, no fatigue, nor even the burning
pain
below, but merely lay there in silence.

In a state
between sleep and wakefulness, it seemed an eternity had passed.
Yet
upon opening his eyes, he found the night had not yet ended.

What an endless
night! How long had it been since the calamity occurred? How long
since they departed Rome filled with hope?

Then, the
people had cheered for them, casting flowers toward Constance, and
she smiled at the crowd seeing them off with tears in her eyes.
When
she turned to look at him then, her gaze was so...

Conrad suddenly
sat up.

Constance! He
had nearly forgotten about her!

Before his
eyes, the frail silhouette seemed to appear once more. Was she
frightened now? Had she been violated? Could she endure such a
reversal of fortune?

On her first
journey away from home, she encountered such a disaster, losing
everything in a single night: her handmaids, her servants, her
generous dowry, and perhaps even her virtue in the eyes of her
future
husband. The Duke's mother had opposed this marriage from the
outset.
Would she use this as grounds to reject her?

The sea wind
gradually drew fresh air through the window, and the stale,
oppressive chamber grew cool. The chill of the second half of the
night pricked Conrad's bare skin, sharpening his awareness.

He struggled to
support himself and knelt beside the bed. Placing the crucifix
carefully in his palm, he folded his hands and silently recited the
Lord's Prayer. Though this could not ease the physical pain, he
hoped
it might gradually calm his troubled spirit.

What was being
violated a few times? What was it!

Fighting
heretics in Bohemia, resisting Arab attacks in Florence, besieged
and
abandoned by pagans in Nice, through such perilous trials between
life and death, he had never faltered. Why despair and fear
now?

Because he was
violated by a man? How absurd!

"Do not
fear! Do not fear!" he repeated again and again, unaware that he
had spoken aloud. "Endure. You still have duties to fulfill."

"Lord,
sustain me, as you have sustained me through trials of old." He
traced a cross upon his chest, raised his head, and noticed the
meager food before him.

He still had no
appetite, only an overwhelming thirst. He drank several mouthfuls
from the water jug, used the remaining water to cleanse the stains
from his body, dressed himself, stripped away the bed sheet marked
with traces, and collapsed upon the coarse straw mattress that
pricked painfully against his skin, closing his eyes.

He fell asleep,
which astonished even himself.

A heavy sleep,
a dreamless sleep. Until the sound of the opening door startled him
awake.

Conrad had
scarcely time to sit up before he was dragged from the bed. Only
when
he had fully regained his senses did he discover himself in the




















































                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






