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Copyright Notice

This story is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are all either the product of the author’s twisted imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. Oh, and if you really do have a life like this, I’d love to hear from you... maybe.
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Oh. Reader. It’s you. Good morning. Good to see you. I just woke up. Gimme a second here... and uh, please... stay quiet. We don’t want to wake Anya.

I untangle myself from the beautiful woman in my bed. Anya. Two years younger than me, she is gorgeous, horny, conniving, backstabbing, scary-smart, and a strong woman-and I am attracted to her like a moth to a flame. I satiate any sexual fantasy she has; she does likewise for me.

Her wealthy parents are happy to have her out of the house. Though she adds to the palace drama, she does manage to keep me in control-and thus herself. The two of us would have been dead long ago, had we not learned to work with each other.

We have no illusions. We are open with each other about our relationship. Yes-we use each other, but it allows us to keep each other out of trouble; it helped us pretty much take over the Castle.

If she chose to be unrestrained, she would be queen within months-or dead. For her part, she virtually runs the court for me, and has a network of spies that rivals my own. I’ll admit it-she’s smarter than me. We combine our talents, and thus we conduct business for the Good King Gregory the Third, and stay alive doing it.

I sigh. Yup. It’s true, she’s got me hooked.

I guess some introductions are in order. My name is Royal Steward Poore Bastad. Yes, I know how it fucking sounds, but the fucking writer of this mess stuck me with it.

“Hey, you! Author! Fuck you!”

(Author laughs) Huh. Yeaaaah...

Now, stay quiet, and follow me out of the chamber.

Wait here for a minute. I’ll be right back. Got the morning business.

Okay, where were we? Right- follow me, and follow along.

Here’s the pre-fill for the story: the Good King Gregory Agriftus III rules the Kingdom of Insania from the capital city called Pretentia. He’s headquartered here at the Agriftus Fortress, but most just call it the Castle. His ancestors were a little short on imagination. We’re the fourth largest kingdom in the Skroobian Empire. We pay a tribute, coughbribecough, every year, and we get the Empire’s protection, money, and resources. It also means if we don’t, we still get the Empire’s protection, money, and resources- but at the tip of an enchanted spear.

That said, the Empire has kept the Kingdom safe from the constant wars we had with our neighbors for just over eighty years. We straddle the main overland trade routes. Now combine our ports, our vast farms and vineyards, then our mines and quarries, and our own ability to collect bribes. It makes us quite wealthy, and big targets for the other kingdoms within the Empire. Even bigger targets from idiots within the Kingdom.

So, here we are. Recently, we paid the Imperial Tribute to the Imperial Accountant. After that, the king had a party last night, and early this morning, set out on a hunt.

King Greg has gotten back into hunting and fishing as of late. He’s spent much of his time on one of our many large lakes, and fishing out at sea near the Southern Islands, or out past the royal retreat in Tanglewood Bay, near Point Less. This morning, he’s supposed to head for the Northern Hills, and do a hunt in the Uncanny Valley. In a way it’ll be nice to have him out of the way, so I can get things done around here.

You’re just in time for me to visit the Royal Financier, Percival Beansley, or, as I like to call him, Beans. Then I have to get cleaned up, and go fuck the Princess. Yes, I mean it, and no, I’d really rather not, and yes, the whole thing is weird. I’ll explain that one later. Like any other modern fantasy story, there’s gratuitous sex. But this is Gallatin roasting the genre, so it’s gonna be wrong on new levels.

Open the door here, and, “Hey, Captain Briar. Good morning.”

Briar commands the Steward’s Guard and runs my spy ring. We served together in the war five years ago. We fought off the giants and the desert Orc raids, then took the fight to them. The survivors fled the Empire, and into the Colonite Wastes. I’m always glad to see these guys. I lavish praise, favors, and gold on them whenever possible. It’s good to have henchmen.

“Good morning, sir.” He leans toward me and whispers, “Rough night?”

“Very. Could you get the cook to heat up some of that spicy chicken pie for breakfast? That always helps with the hangover.”

“I will, sir.”

“Oh, how’s Corporal Freese?”

“He’s healing up well enough, sir. But he’s been out of work from his other job, bouncing at the tavern. We passed the hat, and we came up with fifty gold.”

I sigh. “That’s not gonna last long. Here, let me dig around... here’s a hundred.”

“He thanks you sir; he just doesn’t know it yet.”

“See to it he does. I want him to know we look out for our own. It helps me maintain loyalty and leverage. Now you, Reader- come with me. We have to meet with Old Beans.”

Through the doors, and across the courtyard, we go to the Royal Bank. We get inside, and there’s the old banker. “Beans! How the hell are you?”

“You need to come with me. Right now.”

Okay, Beans is a bit of a drama queen. He’s known behind his back as the Royal Karen. “What is it now, old man?”

“You have to see this—now.”

I’m disgusted. The last time he talked to me like this, it was kind of gross.

“Now what? Did the Princess and Prince fuck in the vault again? Like they did last time? You’re gonna have to take that up with her. I advise finding someone else to clean it up this time. Or better yet, go get some enchanted janitor’s equipment. Magic Mart sells it bundled now. Mop, bucket, broom, sponges, all that in one package. Just don’t stay in the room while it works, or it’ll clean you... in most unpleasant ways. No, I’m not going to tell you how I know.”

“No, sir, it’s worse than that. If you don’t see this—oh, you’ll get the idea. Keep your mouth shut, or we’re all dead.”

He gets emotional, I tell you. “Really?”

His eyes widen, and he turns into some sort of demon, with awesome special effects. “Yes. Really. Come with me... Nowwwww. Bwaaaaahhhh...”

“Oooo-Kay! Come on You, we better see what’s turning him demonic. I’ve been the steward for years, and I’ve only ever seen him act, look, or smell like this once. But it does look pretty cool. Beans! Slow down! For a guy with a cane, you’re a quick one.”

“It’s not for my legs. It’s for use on deserving assholes.”

I nod approval. “Smart. I like it. Hmmm... I might get one.”

He leads us back to the vault. He opens it. I’m sure that once again, it’ll be...

“What. The. Fuck?”

Beans looks at me. “Is that in the manuscript?”

“I don’t care.” I gesture around. “Where... the fuck... is all the gold?!”

Somehow, the word echoes in the cavernous vault. Gold, gold, gold, gold, gold...

Beans eyes me. “You know your use of an exclamation point with a question mark will be called out by the editor, right? Italicizing it makes it worse, you know.”

I give Beans my own special effects. Mine are next level.

“Grrrrrrrr...”

“Oops, sorry, no biggie.”

I ask quietly, with lethal menace in my voice. “Beans... where is the fucking treasury?”

“Please, sir, promise not to harm or kill me, or have someone else do it.”

“Did you steal the gold, or help steal it?”

“No, and no... sir.”

“Then you’re safe... for now.” I narrow my eyes. “Wait, have you met your quota of abuse this week?”

“Yes, sir. I have a credit well into next month.

“Damn... hmmm... so... who did steal the treasury?”

“The king.”

You and I both look at him, aghast. Or at least, I’m assuming you’re aghast. I know I am.

“What?!”

Beans looks at me. “There’s that...”

I growl at him. “Grrrrrrrr...”

“Never mind.” He takes a couple of steps back from us. “I think... he’s been stealing it over time, using his hunting and fishing trips as cover. I think he used an illusion spell to make it look like it was here, and timing it so the spell would run out after the tribute was paid. It was probably the only real money in the vault.”

It hits me that he is horrifyingly right. “Oh, shit.”

“I followed him on one of his hunts... he didn’t go hunting.”

“Oh, shit! Wait, I’m still stressing over the empty vault. Where did he go?”

“His last trip, he boarded a boat, and headed down the Vellacci River to Port Southern. If he took the last of the gold down river this time... he’ll be there night after next. Then who knows where he’d go?”

The thought of the Empire not getting next year’s tribute hits me. This is a gigantic sum every year. It’s hard to afford in good times. “OH, SHIT!”

Beans nods. “Shit, indeed, sir.”

There’s a sound, and we turn to find Prince Brian’s squire standing behind us. “The Prince requires your, uh, presence- Wha-?”

I turn and clamp my hand on the squire’s mouth and put my dagger to his throat. “Keep your mouth shut, or I’ll give you a new one.” I put him in your arms, pull back his head by his hair, and clamp your hand on his head. I put the dagger in your hand, point on the squire’s throat. “You keep the squire company, and above all, quiet.”

“Wait!” The squire says, “I’m on your side! If the Emperor learns he won’t get his cut next year, we’re all dead! I’m on your side.”

“William, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Prove it, William.”

“Okay, but my neck’s killing me. Reader’s holding your dagger to my throat either way. Can I straighten out my neck?”

“Reader, straighten out his neck- for now... though we may stretch it later. There. Better? Good. Talk!”

“Cool, cool... I know it was the King. I know how he got it out without anyone seeing.”

“William...”

“He used an illusion spell to make it look like the gold was here and got it out through the hidden back doors and loading dock. I can show you. I won’t run away. Where would I go?”

“Do you know where the King went?”

“No. But have you got a torch? Or a lighting spell?”

Beans says “Here.” and holds up a hand. He gestures, and whispers “Lightitupforus.”

A bright orb pops up from his hand, jumps up a few feet above us, lighting the entire vault.

“Reader, release William. He’s as fucked as we are if word gets out.”

You let him go, and hand me my dagger.

I shake my head. “Keep it. You may need it. You’re in Insania now, where anything’s possible. This is probably the only story where the reader needs to be armed.”

William leads the way to the back of the vault, several yards and the orb sputters and dies.

“Beans. What the fuck?”

“Wait a second, Steward.” He repeats the spell. The orb pops up, sputters, and dies again.

“Beans...” I deliberately put menace in my voice.

“Sorry, sorry. Fucking cheap spells.” He repeats the spell, and the orb returns. This time it stays on.

“William, now is your time to shine.” I use my special effects.

William shrieks, suitably frightened.

“Uh, sure. Just please put that away.”

“When I get results. Move!”

“Sure, yeah, chill... it’s over here.”

I ask “What is?”

“The secret catch.”

Beans asks, “Catch? What catch?”

“That’s what he called it. He said there’s always an unseen catch. He was right. It’s really well-hidden.” William gropes up high on the wall on our left, in the corner. “It’s how he did it. How he got the gold out.”

I give him the stink eye. “William, I just have to ask, and not just because it’s in the script. How do you know all this?”

“After I won the weight lifting competition at the Fall Harvest Games last year, the King came to me. He said he was interested in my muscles. At first it felt like the ‘pervy-royal-uncle’ vibe. I’d never been alone with the King before, so I was pretty freaked out, but stayed cool. He had me meet him after the guards did shift change, and led me here. He brought me into the vault, but tried to keep me from seeing this. I’m tall enough that I saw it over his shoulder here, somewhere... Here it is.”

William flips a lever out from behind a beam, and tugs it. There’s an audible click, and... nothing.

“William... your soul smells like bacon. Bwaaaawww...”

“Chill! It’s a double lever. You have to pull one to unlock-” He pulls out a second lever and pushes it up. There’s a click from several points around one wall. “The other.” There’s a second click from the same points. William goes to the bottom of the wall and pushes on it. The wall pivots up to reveal- “The loading dock.”

“William,” I ask, putting away the special effects. “Does the Prince or Princess know about this?”

“No. At least, never from me. The King swore me to secrecy.” He gestures back at the empty vault. “Now I know it was so he could do this.” The kid shakes his head and laughs sardonically. “He said it was originally built as a secret hidden cell before his grandfather moved the treasury here. He said if I ever told anyone, he’d lock me up in here. That was before I found the hidden catch. It’s in the same place inside, so once I found that, I was kind of hoping he would, so I could get a break and put it on my quota.”

“Great.”

Briar comes in, and seeing the empty vault, stops and says “He did it. He fucking did it. We’re fucked.”

Beans nods. “Yeah, he did it.”

I look at Briar. “You knew?”

“What? Steward, no! I mean, I didn’t know he was going to take it, but we thought he could. You know, for contingency planning.”

“You... knew? And didn’t tell me?” I don’t need the special effects with Briar. “Exactly how did you know?”

“Well, the king came to me one night, the same day he recruited William. Swore me to secrecy. He told me it was the Imperial Tribute. He was worried about someone stealing it. Didn’t think it was him. Who’d suspect the King of being the thief?”

“How many people know about this?”

“Just us.”

“Briar... Who is this ‘us’?”

Briar gestures at us. “Just the five of us here, and the King’s Guard, who went with him. Wow! When I lifted the King onto his horse in full armor at the Fall Harvest Games, he recruited me then. Considering the King’s... uh... girth... and I lifted him like he was a sack of potatoes, and how pleased he was... I felt so honored when he pulled me into this shit.” Briar shakes his head. “Shit.”

I look around. “So we have just under a year to come up with a fucking lot of gold.”

Beans shakes his head. “Oh, no, it’s worse than that.”

Several seconds go by as we wait for Beans to tell us why it’s worse.

Finally I say “Well?”

“Oh. Sorry.” Beans reaches into his satchel and takes out a letter. “It’s from the Imperial Accountant. He’s visiting us at the end of the month for the audit.”

“He was just here!” I shout.

Beans sighs. “Reader, pay attention. Every year, the Imperial Accountant ‘randomly’ chooses one kingdom in the Empire to audit. In truth, he shows up, looks in the treasury, then gets wined, dined, laid, and sent on his merry way with a big fat bribe to say, ‘All good.’ They get tons of gold a year from each kingdom for this shit, and no one dares to complain because the Emperor gets a cut.”

I ask, “So, Beans—what changed?”

“Um, he doesn’t want to come here ever again, and figures if he gets us out of the way now, he’ll never have to again—ever.”

To you, he says, “Reader, we had the wettest week on record, which somehow started when he got here, and ended when he left. Gotta love sorcery. It was soggy, Reader.” 

I ask “Beans? When is he coming?”

He narrows his eyes, looking side to side. “Uh... thought I said. End of the month?”

“We have thirty-two days to come up with tons of gold and other valuables.” I shake my head as the enormity of the task sinks in.

“A thought- Briar? Why are you here?”

“The Princess sent for you. She reminds you that you have to... ummm... jump-start the Prince.”

I sigh. “Reader, it goes like this: Princess Flower is the King’s Daddy’s Girl, and his only daughter out of three children. She’s scary smart, but she’s rowdy, horny, sadistic, picky as hell, and like many a royal, has a murderous streak. Oh, and she loves to party. She’s the only Royal that’s ever shown an interest in running the place, since the King ran off his sons. She’s loyal to her husband, Prince Brian, who is hung like a horse, but he has a weird quirk of his own. He can’t get it up unless he fights or sees another man fuck the Princess, and the Princess likes to get off at least once before Brian jumps in. No, it’s not a lube thing, either. It delights the Princess no end, and Prince Brian finds it awesome, but the Princess long had a thing for me before she met Brian. The more I tried to avoid her, and the more I said no, the worse she got. I mentioned sadistic, right? It’s really a control thing on her part. I can’t say no. I would have filed a workplace harassment claim with HR, but that’s the King. Yeah, that would go well. ‘Your Highness, your daughter and son-in-law are sexually harassing me.’ Yeah, riiiight... So when Brian concocted this plan, they got the best of everything they wanted. By default, I brought the abuse angle, so Flower made it part of my quota.

I boff the Princess; the Prince takes over, then they wake everyone in the palace. Did I mention Flower’s a screamer?

So, yeah. It works out great- for them. It was lots of fun at first, but with the entire palace knowing, it creates a lot of weird repercussions later. Fortunately, everyone’s fear of Anya keeps that tamped down. I must admit, my fear of her does the same for me.

Briar looks at me. “Steward, it’s time to go do your duty and have morning sex with the Royals.”

Beans looks at you. “How’s that for a new version of ‘royally screwed?”

I give a grim smile. “Normally, Briar, I would order you to go fuck yourself with your own spear, but...” I pointedly look at the empty vault. “I think I’m getting out of it today. The Princess is going to shit a brick when I tell her about this.”

I look around at everyone, including you, Reader. “It goes without saying, so to prevent any stupidity, I’ll say it, anyway. If any of you speak of this to anyone, I’ll gut you like a fish, and leave you alive as I toss you to a dragon. And I know a dragon. Got it?”

Everyone nods, except you.

“Reader, Nod! Got it?”

Beans says “Just play along with him and nod. He really can be an asshole. It’s how he got the job.”

You nod. “Right, got it. Dragons. Eating me. Right. Got it.” You hold up a thumb.

“Now the two of you, c’mon. I have to go tell Princess Flower she’s broke.”
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“SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEMMMM!”

I look at the Princess as I dig in my ear with my pinky finger, grateful she didn’t blow out an eardrum. “Well, don’t stop there, Your Highness! You have to fake it now, or the whole palace will be on top of us!”

“He’s right! Don’t stop there! Keep faking it, or we really are fucked!” Brian says, while peeking out the window. “Everyone knows you scream longer than that. Some of the guards are coming here right now! Keep faking it! If anyone asks, we tried anal again.”

The Princess gives Brian and I a nasty look, but it changes.

“Shit! I hate it when he’s right!”

She fakes an orgasm with her usual noises, waking anyone who wasn’t jerked awake by her initial scream. I’ve never seen a scream take up three full lines of a single capitalized vowel before. For the first time ever, I feel sorry for the editor. Good luck to you, you poor sod. I suggest vast amounts of wine. And therapy. And more wine. Maybe recreational drugs, a good joint at least.

Reader? You’re still looking a little queasy from the scream. Get used to it. Princess Flower is a screamer and self-admitted drama queen... well, princess.

She wraps up the fake orgasm. We applaud.

I say, “Though I would applaud under any other circumstance, that was really award winning stuff. Well done, your highness.”

She’s blonde, with green eyes, a slightly upturned nose, and a few freckles. She’s right around five-foot-ten, with long legs. Her face looks like she’s young and innocent. Young, yes, innocent, no. She smiles.

“Thank you. Yes, I am a drama queen, because it’s fun, and gives me cover for the sneaky shit I pull. Shall we get back to the important stuff? Such as the dirty old bastard taking every fucking coin?”

“He was kind enough to leave some empty crates and dust.” I say. “Lots of dust... But he left another surprise. The Imperial accountant is visiting us again at the end of the month.”

Flower pales. “What? Again?”

“End of the month, he’ll show up wanting his bribe, and of course, to verify we can pay the Emperor next year.”

“Fuck!” She waves an arm. “He was just here! Daddy paid the best wizards in the area to give us the shittiest weather in decades while he was here. I think.”

I spread my arms. “It worked, but it backfired. The Accountant is so revolted with us, he decided this way, he’ll never have to visit us again. Ever.”

Brian says “Shit! I can loan some coin, but I don’t have enough to cover the tribute, much less daily operations for an entire fucking kingdom.”

Flower hisses “For fuck’s sake!”

Brian asks “Ideas, anyone?”

I ask “Brian, how much can you cover, at least for now?”

“Well, I got a dowry for marrying Flower, but it wasn’t huge. I’m rich. I can put up half a million Skroobies, but that’s it. That’ll break me.”

I say “Wait, You got a dowry?”

Brian becomes a little defensive. “Hey! I got a big wad of cash, plus a lifetime of luxury and awesome sex with the hottest woman in the Empire. Our kinks are compatible, and I never have to worry about becoming king. I even get to slay a few bad guys every now and then to keep my rep up, then come home to the hottest sex in the kingdom. Life is good, playa. How could I say no to that?” He shook his head. “No one said anything about financing the realm.”

Flower rolls her eyes. “He got bribed to leave Sperkle because his cock size kept getting him into trouble. His dad and uncle made him an offer he couldn’t refuse.”

Brian rolls his eyes. “Honey, I didn’t know she was my uncle’s mistress. She kind of left that out when I picked her up in that tavern.”

Flower smiles and purrs, “Oh, I’m good with that. If you hadn’t had fucked her, you wouldn’t be here with me now.”

“Okay, until today it was a winning formula.”

Flower glares at him. “What?”

Brian recoiled. “I meant until the King, well, jacked the treasury.”

“Well, okay, I’ll give that a pass.” She looks at me. “So what are we going to do? I have a small fortune, but I can’t run the kingdom and pay the tribute with it. It’s not enough. The only reason that rat-bastard never made off with my savings was I never kept it in the vault.”

I nod sardonically at her. “I know our Princess, which is why I ask you, how much do you have stashed away?”

She blushes.

“Princess?”

Brian looks at her. “Flower?”

She blushes even deeper red, almost as red as her lips, which highlights her supermodel looks. Princess Flower really is hot, and she knows it. She pouts as she answers him with a quiet “Some.”

“How much ‘some’?”

She puts on an embarrassed smile.

“Flower?”

She somehow blushes deeper, but stays silent.

I’m frustrated. “Princess, enough of this shit! We don’t have time for this. We still might be able to recover part of the money if we can catch the King. Either way, we have to raise the money to keep our heads. How much do you have?”

“A lot.”

Brian eyes her. He isn’t bright, but does a good job of dealing with her. “Honey, I love you beyond all else, I trust you, and I believe in you. Please tell me where?”

Flower gestures at the walls. “Here. Hidden in the walls.”

I keep quiet as Bryan works with her. “How so?”

“During the war, I used war time funding to do a remodel. I strengthened the castle walls, and I kind of put in my own plans... and hidey-holes.”

“How much?”

“About couple of million Skroobies. I’ve been saving it all up since I was a little girl.”

I’m both amazed and relieved. “Good. I’m going to skip asking how long you’ve been skimming the treasury, and be weirdly grateful that you did. That should be enough money to deal with the Accountant. Move it all to the vault, as quickly as possible, as quietly as possible. If he looks inside, we’ll have to fake it. I have to tell Anya what’s going on. She can move my fortune into the vault and get a loan from her father. Lord Fairfield will hold it over us forever, but he’ll pitch in. Then I have to get moving.”

Flower eyes me. “Just where are you going? If the Imperial Asshole shows up, I need someone to sacrifice while we escape.”

“In any fantasy story, who usually has the most money?”

Brian holds up a hand. “Oo, oo! I know this one! The King?”

All of us glare at him. He puts his hand down and looks away. “Sorry. Stupid... answer... Never mind.”

Flower eyes me and cocks her head.

I answer my own question. “The dragons. The dragons always have more gold than anybody. They have a good business sense, and an excellent protection racket, so they’re filthy rich. When the plot allows for it, the scaly bastards bathe in it.”

“Yeah, it’s true. They always do.” Flower narrows her eyes. She looks back at me and cocks an eyebrow. “What makes you think you won’t end up crispy served with bleu cheese or sweet-hot mustard?”

“This dragon owes me a few favors.”

Flower looks at me like I’ve finally lost it. “A dragon. Owes you. Favors. Oooo, wait... let me try that with a bogus British accent. A dragon. Owes you. Favors. Mmmm... that is soooo derisive. I love it... wait,” She narrows her eyes again, looking at me. “Are you on drugs and not sharing again? We talked about this, Poore. Don’t make me raise your quota.”

“Nope- no drugs. Too early and too busy. And yes, a dragon owes me favors. And this one might give me a ride to the port your father’s catching his ship at. I can beat him there.”

Flower glares at us. “Then why are you standing around here? Take Reader with you and go save our asses! Go! Goooo!”

“Come on, Reader. We gotta visit the Royal Bird Keeper, then get going.”

***
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“For real?”

Anya stands there looking at me, hands on hips, dark eyes, curly hair, scented like a dream; my goddess with whom I am completely obsessed...

“Poore! Stop eye-fucking me and answer the question!”

Anya snaps me back to reality. “Yes. I was eye-fucking you. I can’t help it. It’s part of your leverage over me. But what I can help is, I need you- the Kingdom needs you- more than ever. And, as corny as it sounds, yes, it’s sickeningly real... at least, in the script.”

“Daddy is gonna love this. He’ll have leverage over the throne forever!”

“Uh, quick thought here- he wouldn’t... want... to be king... would he?”

She shakes her head. “Oh, hell no! He’s too smart for that. Especially once we tell him about this. Noooo-oooo. He’s always held more power over the kingdom by financing it.” She laughs. “Mom’s brain is gonna melt down. I can hear it now: ‘Robert, you better not be king. Don’t let them talk you into being king.’”

Anya sighs lovingly. “I love my parents.”

I clear my throat. “My love... Will he be willing to loan some money to the crown?”

“Oh, yeah! He’ll leverage this for-ever. He won’t have to be king. He’ll love this. He won’t own the king, but he’ll own the throne he sits on.”

I’m relieved. “Good. Now, I’m off to see the lizard.”

Anya kisses me. “I love you. Try not to get roasted.”

“I love you too. I will, uh, not, I mean. Come, Reader, we have to get moving. We’re taking a carriage.”

***
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“Wait! It’s my turn!”

“Okay. When your ready, put your tail up.”

“Wait, wait, wait a minute... got a rumble... Now!”

The blue dragon held up his tail, and farted loudly. The green dragon launched a puff of flame, lighting it. The fire-fart sprayed long and far, and when it ended, they both collapsed, laughing uproariously.

Wine, dear Editor. Wine. Vast amounts of wine would be wise. Maybe other substances, if legal. Hard alcohol might help.

“Grath! I have an idea!” Wull rolled over, got up, and took a few steps back. He lifted his blue tail. “Light me up!”

“Let ‘er rip, Wull!”

Wull farted. Grath lit it with a flare from his mouth. Wull launched sustained fire from his mouth. He started rotating right, as he maintained fire from both ends. He got in three full turns before he ran out. They both rolled around on the ground, laughing. Grath stopped, hit with inspiration, and said, “Wait! I have an idea! Let’s both try it! But, on our backs!”

Seized with the idea, they rolled over, readied themselves, and lit each other up, as they spun around as fast as they could, spewing forth flame from both ass and mouth, a flaming dragon pinwheel spraying a fiery circle.

Spent, they lay, laughing loudly, so hard it made them cry.

A loud, booming voice echoed from across the mountain tops and valley floors.

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU MORONS DOING!?”

Grath and Wull froze, and the air shuddered as a ginormous shadow crossed over them.

They looked at each other, and said in unison, “Oh, shit! It’s Dad! Run!”

They rolled over on their feet, and before they could run, a pair of giant hands with giant claws clamped down on their tails, and a deep voice rumbled, “If you drop your tails, I’ll squash you like bugs.”

Grath said, “Oh, shit!”

Wull said, “We’re fucked!”

The hands hauled them up by their tails, several stories high. With a wingspan of twelve hundred feet, and a length of fifteen hundred, Marmaran was imposing as ever, as he glared at his upside down children.

Wull grinned sheepishly, and waved. “Hi, dad. I love you.”

Grath smiled and waved. “Me, too, dad. I love you.”

“What the fuck are you two idiots doing?”

“Just having a little harmless fun, Dad.” Wull answered innocently.

Grath added “Yeah, Dad. Harmless.

“Harmless. Huh. Harmless. Oh. Okay. I ask you; does that look harmless?”

Marmaran turned them both away from him, and toward the raging forest fire behind them. He put his head between the two, and yelled, “DOES THAT LOOK FUCKING HARMLESS!?”

The two saw the raging forest fire they caused, and in unison, “Oh, shit!”

“Oh, shit, is RIGHT! That’s the King’s Forest, you dumb fucks! That’s the one he’s going to use for ship construction in a few years! Has it occurred to you the king will want your heads, hides, scales, and meat? He’s going to make boots and belts and dinner out of you, and I might help him! NOW PUT OUT THE FUCKING FIRE!”

He dropped them, and they flew around the edges of the fire, hitting random areas with their Chill Wind spells, breathing freezing wind from their mouths. The wind pushed the fire forward, spreading it. Marmaran put a giant hand on his head in disbelief. Dropping his hand, he yelled, “Get ahead of the fire, and work backwards, you idiots!”

He shook his head, sighed, and joined in with fighting the fire. He swept his head left and right at the base of the fire. Building a rhythm, he swept his great head first left, freezing a large swath with cold, ice, and snow, and sweeping right, then left again, and was starting to sweep right when something caught his eye. He stopped his head, and still exhaling, looked down with one eye, canting his head and breath in that direction. Raising a brow, he looked down and stopped in surprise. He gasped.

***
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You reach out to touch the solid ice sculpture that Poore Bastad has become.

“Wow... never seen a human flash-frozen like that before...”

The dragon shrieks, and yells, “Don’t touch him!”

You look up at the dragon, who nods his head at you, and says nicely, “Back off, and whatever you do, don’t touch him. If you touch him, he’ll break into a bazillion little pieces, and I can’t save him.”

You pause- then reach out again. This time the dragon says with menace, “Don’t. Touch. The Steward. Now back off.”

The dragon scoops up a small frozen pond, and holding it in his palm, heats it with his breath, blowing on it lightly fogging Poore. As the giant cloud of steam billows forth, a frog thaws out, hops out, and flips off the dragon, then hops away while he can. The fog shrouds the Steward, and the dragon chants.

Ohthawhimoutnow Thoughheiskindalowbrow Andkeephimintact.

When the fog clears, Poore falls to his knees. He then drops to all fours and looks up at the dragon with pure rage.

***
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“You... fucking... handbag...” The dragon recoils from me. He knows I’m pissed. “You... fucking... pair... of... Boots!” I cough, my lungs still half frozen.

Marmaran puts both giant hands together and smiles sheepishly. “Steward Bastad! What a pleasant surprise! What can I do for you today?”

“Start... with... a healing spell.”

“Oh... Uh...”

I glare at the two young dragons in the distance, finishing fighting the fire they started. “You set fire... to the King’s... personal forest?”

“About that...”

The two young dragons land.

The blue one says “Wow! Dad froze the Royal Steward! To think all we did was burn the King’s Forest down.” They fist-bump.

I glare at Marmaran as the green one says, “You’re in deeper shit than we are, Dad.”

Marmaran glares at the two younger dragons, and yells, “SHUT UP!”

The two young dragons recoil, but stay silent.

I glare at Marmaran. “Healing... spell... now.”

“Oh! Yeah, of course.”

He puts a giant hand on either side of me, and they glow red. Soon they turn green, and I feel thawed, then refreshed, and full of energy. Soon I feel adrenaline, and a rush, and when I stand up, even a little horny.

“Wow!”

Marmaran takes his hands back and, crossing his arms, grins. “Feel good, huh?”

“Yeah...”

“Feel alright, huh?”

“Yeah... shit... yeah... that’ll wake you up.” I got a little swagger in my step. Then I remember what just happened. I look up at the dragon that’s as tall as a mountain. Smiling, I gesture for him to bring his head down, and I look around, like I have something private to ask him. “Hey, uh... come here for a sec.”

He smiles knowingly. I’m sure he knows the effects of the healing spell. “Yeah?”

I nod. “Yeah... Come here for a sec. I gotta ask something, uh... personal.”

“Sure.”

He smiles, thinking he knows what I’m going to ask. When he gets his ear to me, I say “Hey, uh, Marmaran, uh...” I scream at the top of my lungs into his ear, “WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU!?”

He yanks his head back as he crosses his eyes and claps a hand to his ear.

I continue: “WHAT THE FUCK!? You burn down the king’s personal fucking forest, and you freeze-dry me? WHAT THE FUCK!?”

I turn on you. “And YOU! Reader! You! You were going to touch me, even after he warned you not to!”

“Uh... You, uh, caught that?”

“YEAH!”

“Oh... Oops... Uh, sorry... I just never saw anything like
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