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“You... you can't be serious?”


Jerrit stared calmly back at the girl, his mustachioed expression hard and motionless.  He was used to incredulous reactions when he first explained his plan to his clients.  Truthfully, the young raven-haired woman's reaction was tamer than the norm, but he wasn't going to let her know that.


She stared at him for a few seconds, her blue eyes wide, before swallowing audibly and turning away.  “You are serious,” she whispered.


“Very much so,” he said, his deep voice staying at a normal pitch, his tone not betraying his relief that he wouldn't have to waste half an hour convincing her of his sincerity in this.  Or, worse, slit her throat here and now if she tried to back out of the deal.  He'd hate to have to do that.


He liked her.  She was brave, to seek out a smuggler even though she was alone and quite helpless, and too pretty for brutal men not to have immediate thoughts of claiming her body for themselves.  Maybe she was just foolish; some pretty girls were.  But Raine had a shrewdness to her blue eyes that suggested she was wise beyond her years, and knew full well what she was putting herself at risk of.  In fact, he suspected she had given him a false name, also a sign of her intelligence.


“Don't forget what I said before,” he said quietly, after letting her stare at his mount for a few silent seconds. He leaned in close behind her and added, more softly, “about our deal.”


He was close enough that he heard her swallow again.  He saw her shiver, her slight frame quivering in the tattered blue dress she wore.  For a worried moment he thought she would try to back out, and he found his hand sliding toward the dagger at his waist; however when she spoke she reassured him.


“Once you told me how you work, I wasn't allowed to back out.  Not alive.”


Good girl, he thought.  You're scared but you're still brave and thinking straight.  Out loud he said, simply, “That's right.”


He stepped back from her, his hands coming away from his waist and the dagger there, and he stepped around her.  As he passed, he let one of his hands brush her shoulder, just below where the rim of her dress bared her skin.  He couldn't help it; she was very pretty, and seemed so vulnerable.  She drew from him conflicting urges to both take advantage of that vulnerability, and to protect her for it.  How curious.


She didn't react to the improper caress, but merely stood where she was, facing Jerrit and his mount across the forest clearing they had chosen for their illicit meeting.  He stepped up to his mount and patted the beast's flank, and he turned to face her.  “So.  Are you ready?”


Raine stood there, staring at his mount behind him, her blue-eyed gaze traveling back and forth across the beast's body.  She swallowed, tried to speak, closed her mouth, swallowed again, and finally managed, “you expect me to let him eat me.”


“Not eat,” he corrected immediately, even though he was pleased that she even dared to say it out loud.  “Swallow.  Mange will swallow you whole, without biting.  And once we're across the mountains into Tarlmesca, he'll bring you back up unharmed.”


She stared at the beast for a few seconds more, her gaze focusing first on Mange's mouth, then on his belly.  She then met Jerrit's dark eyes, and again he found himself impressed by this diminutive girl's calm and courage.


“He's a dragon,” she said, stressing the word as though that said everything.  Which, truthfully, it did.


Mange was, indeed, a dragon.  A common Greentalon male, to be more precise, a species named  for their dark green skin and curiously light green claws.  Mange's claws, however, were chipped and faded from long, virtually daily runs across the Red Hills, and despite his greater-than-average size his legs were thinner and his body leaner than most of his kind.  Whereas most Greentalons were bred and used for war, Mange was built for speed instead, not that his thirty-foot-long frame wouldn't absolutely flatten any humans getting in the way.


“Yes,” Jerrit agreed, patting Mange's flank.  “He's a dragon.  But the only way for you to get across the mountains undetected is by riding in his belly.”  He rubbed the belly in question, the dragon's scales alternately smooth and gripping each time his hand reversed direction.  And Mange's stomach, though surely not on purpose, chose that moment to growl worrisomely.


Raine blinked those blue eyes at the beast's belly, and Jerrit almost swore at Mange as he saw her face visibly whiten.  Still, he held his usual cool, professional expression, and she showed him once again how strong her character was.


“He's... a dragon,” she repeated softly.  “He... he can breathe fire.  And they digest coal... rocks... in just three hours.”  She met his gaze.  “And people in even less.”


Jerrit's expression faltered for the first time, letting an uncharacteristic look of surprise appear.  While it was common for people to know about dragons eating and digesting coal, that she knew the habitual time frame of it suggested that she had spent time around them in the past.  While sometimes commoners like Jerrit himself owned dragons, usually only the military or nobility did.  She could have been a servant to some noble or other, or a rich merchant, but it still raised a few questions as to who she really was.  But then again, part of his job as a smuggler was to not ask too many questions.


The fact that she mentioned human-eating also surprised him, simply because it was another example of her calm and poise.  Most people tended to shy away from such ideas, even though it was fairly well known what happened to a lot of dead enemy soldiers after a battle.


“Well, yes,” he finally admitted after a few seconds.  He wasn't supposed to wonder about her; it was part of their understanding, she had already paid him, and his word was important in his line of work.  “You're right.”  He patted Mange's flank again.  The damn dragon burped.  It was as though he was trying to scare her off, the bugger.  He gave the dragon a dirty look --- Mange looked back at him smugly with those yellow eyes of his half narrowed, but didn't say a word --- and continued, “but we've found a way to keep people safe inside him.  Long enough to get you safely across the mountains.”


Raine gave him an incredulous look.  “No way would a human survive two days!”


“Only about twenty hours, actually,” Jerrit corrected.  “He's fast and we don't stop during the trip.  And as for his his fire, it actually comes from a different spot inside his ---”


“I know,” she cut him off, waving her hand dismissively, again drawing a look of surprise to his face at her courage.  He blinked in even more surprise as she continued, “it's a special gland in his nose, and the fire goes out his nostrils, not his mouth.  I'd forgotten.”  She shook her head, still staring at the dragon.  “But... his stomach... two days, twenty hours... there's no difference.”  Her eyes turned to Jeritt.  “A dragon would digest a human in an hour, maybe two.  But they wouldn't survive more than a few minutes.”  She met Mange's golden eyes.  “M-meaning... meaning I wouldn't...”


“Hmm.”  Jerrit smiled.  She was brave, and smart... he liked her.  It would be a shame if things went bad, for whatever reason.  A real shame.  “Well, I'd be lying if I said there was no risk involved.”  Her eyes slid to his, and the fear in them was as real as any he'd seen before, but she still didn't flinch.  Good girl.  “But we'll use a combination of different tricks to keep you alive in there.  In... here.”  He patted Mange's side again.  “Long enough to get you safely into Tarlmesca.”


She swallowed visibly, but met his eyes again.  “Do tell...?”


He smiled, amused.  “Well.”  He turned to Mange's saddle and reached into one of the saddlebags.  He pulled out a silvery rock, larger than his fist, and presented it to her.  “Know what this is?”


Somehow, he wasn't surprised when she nodded and said, “PowderStone.  They use it to... to treat dragon heartburn.”  She met his gaze.  “But that only works for a few hours.  A Stone that size... four... five, maybe six hours at most?”  She tilted her head.  “So I'd be safe for that long.  But what about the other fifteen hours?  A dragon's acids adapt to that for days afterward.”


Again he was impressed, and curious as to how she knew so much, but he didn't ask.  It wasn't good for his job for him to start getting curious.  So instead he just smiled.  “Correct,” he agreed.  He put the PowderStone aside and reached into the saddlebag again, and this time pulled out what looked like a scrap of shiny wet black fabric... rounded and only a few inches across.  He showed it to her.  “What about this?”


This time she frowned at it for a few seconds before shaking her head.  He smiled more widely, pleased that she, who knew so much about dragons, didn't know what this was.  Good, because it was the secret to his smuggling.


“What is it?”  She asked, stepping closer, frowning at it as though bothered that she had just shown ignorance before him.  “Some kind of... silk?  It looks wet...”


“Well...” he shrugged and held it out for her to take it.  “I won't tell you exactly what it is, if you don't mind... professional secret.”  He smirked.  “But it's rare, and as far as I can tell, it's the only fabric that resists dragon acids.  For a while, anyway.”


She flinched as she touched the slimy thing, but she took it from his hand and held it in hers.  She tugged on it experimentally, and with no effort she stretched the thing more than one of her arm-lengths.  Her blue eyes widened as she stared at the fabric, which seemed to start oozing wetness in the stretched-out part.


“I know what this is!” She said, surprised, surprising Jerrit as well.  “A BlackSlime skin!”  She looked at him.  “The outer hide of a BlackSlime!  And the hole...” she shifted it about until she found a tiny puncture in it.  “Where the silver spear killed it...”


Jerrit was astonished.  “You know about BlackSlime Skin?”  He managed.  Very few people knew that the semipermeable skin could be painstakingly removed from a dead BlackSlime by draining out its acidic core.  To know about this, she really had to be quite rich, or quite important...


“Um...” her eyes met his for a moment, then slid away to look at Mange.  “Someone... one of my classmates... researched it for Monster Theory,” she said.  To Jerrit the lie was easy to see through this time, but even her referring to having been in a Monster Theory class, not something commoners could usually afford, suggested she was of wealthy birth.  Not that he had really doubted that, as she had already paid his exorbitant smuggling fees.  “But... um, I know it holds in their acids, so it makes sense that it would resist dragon acids...”


“Right,” he said, nodding.  “Right.”  She handed it back to him, and he took it.  “It has one hole, which you can climb into it with, and it stretches... truth is, this stuff is only used for... well, for kinky stage shows, or in expensive brothels.  It's used as fetish wear, really.”  He smirked at her, wondering how she would react to that little tidbit.


“I know,” she said, again startling him.  “So stretchy a man and woman wearing some can still...” she trailed off, and Jerrit couldn't help but to grin at her suddenly reddening face as she looked away.  Somehow she seemed all the more attractive for it... and all the more desirable for knowing of such things.  As though she looked so sweet but had an adventurous side to her.  “Um, so... so I wear this, and he takes the PowderStone... and that will be enough to get me across the mountains into Tarlmesca.”


He gave a soft laugh as she tried to change the subject somewhat.  He considered asking her how she knew of such things, but decided not to.  He was already learning too much about her as it was; it was against his policy.  A smuggler shouldn't know too much about his illicit clients.


“Yes,” he agreed, nodding.  “He keeps fresh air flowing to his stomach so you can breathe fine.  We use the PowderStone to ease his acids, the BlackSlime skin to protect your skin once the acids start up again... and Mange hasn't eaten in almost a day now.  So there's not much acid in there, but you have to stay very still once you're in there.  If you squirm around too much  you'll stimulate his stomach, and that's not a good idea.”


She swallowed, but nodded.  “It... makes sense now,” she admitted.  “But...” she met his gaze again, steel in those blue eyes.  “How many people actually make it across safely?”


He considered what he should tell her.  Should he admit that his first few attempts had been failures?  Or should he instead say that of late more than two thirds of his clients had made it across alive, most of them with no traces of acid burns whatsoever?


“It isn't without risk,” he finally said.  “Yes, some people died on the trip.  Mange knows if they're still breathing in there; if they stop, he doesn't bother bringing them up, that's all.”  He crossed his arms.  “But even those a bit burned were fine.  If you can afford to pay my fees, you can afford a good Healer.”  He gestured at the pouch she still wore at her waist... quite a bit lighter than before, but still quite full.  “Your purse goes into a BlackSlime skin too.  If your stretched skin isn't eaten through by acid, your purse's will be fine.”


“Right,” she agreed softly.  “Right.”  She looked down at the purse in question for a few seconds, then took a deep breath and met his eyes again.  “One thing, though.  I... have to wear the BlackSlime skin... right on my skin, right?”


“Yes,” he said, smirking.  She had just realized he would be seeing her nude, or so close to it that it made no difference.  “You do.  I hope you're not shy, pretty one.”


He almost grimaced at his last words.  He hadn't meant to be quite so much of a pig... he really kind of liked her.  But she was quite pretty, and her intelligence made her seem that much more attractive.  The blush that came to her face, and which spread as far down her neck as he could see above her blue dress, made her even prettier.  It was too bad he had a reputation to uphold, and a bit of a sense of honor... the thought of ravishing her was very tempting indeed.


“But... one more thing,” she continued.  She licked her lips.  “Um... I seem to recall... those, um,  kinky stage shows... using the BlackSlime skins...” Jerrit perked up, intrigued, wondering how much she knew of those things, and what she was getting at.  “They... I seem to recall some circus or other trying to swallow girls in BlackSlime skins.”  She met his gaze.  “The dragons couldn't swallow.  Something about the skins made them retch the second it touched their throat.”


Jerrit blinked at her.  He was surprised.  She certainly seemed to know an awful lot of things... who on earth was she?  But, no matter.  He wasn't allowed to ask.


“You're right,” he agreed, nodding, letting her see his surprise this time.  “You're absolutely right.  They can't swallow the things.  Not at all.  Not even if they're not worn.”  He turned to Mange, who looked back at him with a smug expression, one Jerrit was suddenly sharing as he scratched the dragon's neck.  “But Mange is a little different.  The breeders sold him to me as a runt... as a weaker dragon.  He hatched prematurely and so he was small and scrawny.  It took him several years before his fire glands developed.”  He turned and smirked at her.  “Something about him allows him to swallow BlackSlime skins.  He has a little trouble getting them down, but he doesn't have the automatic vomit reflex all the others do.”


Raine blinked a few times, and her expression became one of surprise and wonderment.  “So no one can suspect what you do,” she said, stepping forward, and to Jerrit and Mange's surprise she actually touched the side of the dragon's belly.  “What they called a bad hatch gave the world a dragon with a unique talent...”


“Heh.  Yeah.”  Jerrit couldn't help but to smile.  Somehow this girl shared his pride at what his dragon, his dragon, could do that no other could.  He liked her even more.  “Yeah.  And he's faster than the other dragons, too.  Even has more endurance.  None of the war dragons could run the whole way from here to Tarlmesca.”


“You're right,” she agreed, patting Mange's flank again before stepping back.  “But if you can really get me there safely... you have no idea how grateful I would be.”


He considered, then and there, asking her just how physical her gratitude might be, but again he dismissed the thought.  It was against his code to get so close to his clients.  Barring certain circumstances, of course, which he sincerely hoped she would never have to face.


“Okay, then,” he said, nodding.  “We've wasted enough time as it is.”  He looked up through the trees, judging the position of the sun.  “Almost midmorning.  By the time we reach the fortress at the base of the hills it'll be noon.  I'll be seen as running late.”  He glanced over at his saddlebags again, and at the tightly strapped, official-looking leather satchel there.  “I am an official messenger, after all.  Last thing I want is to lose my job.”  He turned back to her, now holding the PowderStone.  “Okay.  Ready?”


She swallowed, but nodded firmly.


“Good girl,” he declared.  “Mange?”


The dragon looked at him, then opened his mouth.  With a nod Jerrit deposited the White stone on the dragon's long slimy tongue, and Mange waited only long enough to let him get his hand back before biting down.  The stone crunched satisfactorily, reducing to powder as its name suggested, and after sloshing it around in his mouth Mange swallowed the resulting paste down.


“All right.  It'll only take a minute or two before his acid is neutralized.”  A gurgling sound erupted from the dragon's belly as the PowderStone got to work.  “You have that long to stri....p...”


When Jerrit turned around, he had a very uncharacteristic reaction.  His jaw dropped open and he stared at Raine, and for the first time in years he felt his face start getting hot.  A blush?  Him?


Raine had just shocked him again.  In the time it had taken him to turn to Mange and feed the dragon the PowderStone, Raine had already pulled down her blue dress to her waist, and when he turned she was just working it down over her hips.


She wore absolutely nothing under the dress.  Thus, when she straightened up, despite a very obvious flush to her face and upper body, she stood straight and proud, completely nude.


He had expected to watch her.  Maybe she had known that, and had decided to get it over with while he wasn't looking, like some perverse form of jumping into cold water instead of wading in.


She was stunning.  Her skin was creamy white, as though rarely if ever exposed to the sun.  It contrasted sharply with her blue eyes and the black hair, hair which now hung semi-strategically over her breasts as a result of her leaning forward.  Her nipples, small and erect on large, perky breasts, were peeking at him through the strands of hair like the snouts of curious creatures.  Her stomach was smooth, not muscular but with the barest bit of a tummy; her hips were very wide and seemed to invite him to grip them in his strong hands.  Below her smooth navel her pubis was almost completely shaven, except for a small arrowhead-shaped tuft that pointed down, as though indicating the direction for his eyes to go.  Down his gaze did indeed travel, taking in the sight of her womanly mound, wide and inviting, framed by two leanly muscular legs, hairless of course, that led down to dainty and seemingly pedicured feet.


“Dear gods,” he managed, “You're gorgeous.”  She reddened even more, and swallowed, visibly nervous.  He heard his own words and the tone he'd spoken them in and shook his head, amazed at this adolescent kind of reaction.  Why, for a moment he fought the urge to turn away instead of looking her over again.  How very odd.


“P-please stop staring at me,” Raine managed after a few seconds, visibly trying not to squirm under his gaze.  “Just... just give me the, the skin.  The... BlackSlime skin.”


He didn't stop staring at her.  Instead he found himself taking two steps closer, the thoughts forming in his mind anything but professional.  However she stood her ground, and his renewed respect for her courage shook a little sense into him, causing him to shake his head and actually look away as she had asked.


Did this girl realize how close she had just come to being brutally raped?  How close she had been to dying in this clearing, Jerrit breaking his word just to appease his brutal male instincts?


“You... don't need it yet,” he managed, forcing the words out through clenched teeth.  “You... you go in like that.”


“I... uh...” he heard her confusion.  “What?”


“He...” he shook his head, calling himself a weak-minded idiot, and turned to face her.  He met her gaze full on, forcing himself not to look downward.  He had seen plenty of nude women, damn it; he was better than this.  “Mange can... Mange can swallow a BlackSlime skin.  And he can swallow a person wearing one.  But even he has trouble with that.”  He gestured at her.  “He'll have a much easier time getting you down like that.  I send the BlackSlime skin down right afterward, and you put it on inside him.”


She blinked at him in surprise, her flush increasing.  She seemed to be even more embarrassed at the thought of her bare skin going down the dragon's throat, as if the BlackSlime skin would make much of a difference.  She also probably wondered if he was betraying her, sending her down as an easy and willing meal and then never sending the skin to join her.  Still, she gave a curt nod and took two hesitant steps forward.


Some of Jerrit's respect for her reawakened as he watched this renewed display of her courage.  So many of the people he had smuggled across the mountains like this had balked and protested and required hours to convince.  Some had ended up with slit throats instead, and had been dragon-food anyway but of a more standard form.  Raine, however, was going along with the plan with remarkable courage.  The fact that she knew more about dragons than most was surely only part of it.  She had to get to Tarlmesca, for whatever reason Jerrit didn't know, but her determination was amazing.


“All right,” he said, nodding.  “Good girl.”  He pulled two BlackSlime skins from his saddlebags; he walked passed her --- she stiffened at his approach, but yet again held her ground --- and picked up her purse.  She turned to face him as he wrapped the gold-filled purse into her blue dress before stuffing it into one of the two BlackSlime skins.  He turned to her, walked passed her again, and held the package out for Mange.  The Greentalon obediently licked it out of his grasp and swallowed it down.


“All right.”  He turned to her again, to find she had drawn closer.  “Now you're sure to have money and clothes once we reach the other side.”  He stepped sideways, and Mange turned his open jaws toward her.  “Ready?”


“I have to be,” she whispered, and swallowed.  She looked at him, swallowed again, and said, “Thank you, Jerrit.”


Jerrit's mustache twitched like some kind of rodent.  “You've... you've paid me well enough.  Don't thank me.  And you're not there yet.”  He shook his head.  How on earth had she managed to make him feel bad with just three words?  “Once you're in there, pull on the Slime skin as soon as I send it down.  You can stretch it without trouble, so make sure only your nose is free so you can breathe.  Not your eyes, you won't see much in there anyway.”  He patted the beast's snout.  “Then just make sure to keep your head above the liquid.  It's not acid right now but in a few hours it will be again.  Breathe in one mouthful and you won't have lungs anymore.  Got it?”


She swallowed and nodded nervously.


“Once you're in the suit, sit near the stomach opening and stay as still as possible.  If you squirm and panic in there his stomach will realize there's a meal and the acid will start rising and getting stronger.  A lot of the people we lost on the crossing died because they panicked and made themselves get digested alive.  Stay still and stay calm.”


She nodded again, closing her eyes, memorizing his instructions.  Good girl, damn her.  He was starting to hate that he liked her.


“Do not try to talk to me.  Do not make any sounds.  If any of the patrols realize you're inside Mange, it could get us all killed.  I might be able to convince them that he ate a refugee trying to cross illegally, but in that case I will have to treat you as such, and will let him digest you.  So don't make any sounds.  Clear?”


She swallowed again, but gave a curt nod.


“I will not talk to you until it's time to let you out on the other side.  When I do, I'll talk clearly, so you be ready to answer right away.  If you fall asleep or something I'll have to assume you passed out from pain even if you're still breathing, and you'll stay there inside him.  Got it?”


“Yes,” she said, her voice shaky but loud.  “Yes.”


“Good girl,” he said, out loud.  “All right, then.”  He glanced at Mange for a moment, then he looked back at Raine.  “Don't fight on the way down.  Let him swallow.  You don't want to stimulate his digestive tract so soon.”


She nodded, took a deep breath, and took another step toward Mange.  “I'm ready,” she said softly, and she spread her arms to her sides.  Her blue-eyed gaze met Mange's golden one, then flicked to Jerrit's.  “Please, get me across safely, you two.”  She met Mange's eyes again.  “Mange... I know you understand me.  Go ahead and swallow me.  But be gentle, please...” her voice cracked a little, but she closed her eyes.  “Be gentle...”


She tilted her head forward, and she took a deep, calming breath.  Mange glanced over at Jerrit, raised an eyebrow in a comical dragonic look of amusement, then stood up on all four legs, opened his jaw completely, and lowered his mouth slowly over the waiting woman.


Despite her courage and readiness, Raine still made a frightened sound as she felt the dragon's jaws descend around her upper body.  And yet, she remained perfectly still, and let him gently close his teeth over her thighs.  Jerrit heard a wet slithery sound, then a distinct if nervous giggle from the black-haired beauty, and he smiled, knowing Mange had probably just slathered her bare body with his tongue.  He could be such a tease, sometimes.


Gently Mange lifted her off the ground, his sharp teeth holding her thighs but with as little pressure as possible, and he tilted his head back so that her extended, taut legs almost touched the leaves above them.  He opened his mouth again, and Jerrit watched as his dragon gave a slow, careful swallow.


Raine made a frightened sound, and her hands slid inward and out of sight inside the dragon's throat.  Her feet slid inward, and gave a little kick as his tongue slipped up and between her legs.


“Be a gentleman,” Jerrit found himself saying, though he wasn't sure himself whether he was serious or teasing.  There was no doubt that he was rather enjoying the situation... it wasn't the first time he'd watched Mange swallow a meal like this, but they were never so calm and willing.  Raine probably looked really good right now... “Hey.  Lower her here,” he said suddenly.


Mange looked down at him, then gave a weird smirk around the limp legs in his mouth.  He lowered his head, keeping his jaw level, until Jerrit could look inside.


There she was... her upper body squeezed inside the dragon's throat, but her lower body waiting patiently for the trip to his stomach.  All he could see of her was her hips down, but that included a very good view of her round ass and hot little womanhood, both slathered with dragon drool at the moment.


“Here,” he said, smirking.  “Hang on to this on the way down.”  And with a smirk he pressed his fingers into the crease of her butt, wedging in the BlackSlime skin she would need.


Raine made a startled sound, and her legs kicked.  One of Jerrit's arms held one leg down, and Mange's forked tongue obligingly held the other, keeping her from doing them any harm.  Distantly, Jerrit heard an echoing, slightly-indignant Hey resound from his dragon's throat, and he laughed, slapping her butt once.  Surely she couldn't begrudge him a little playful molestation if he got her safely across, could she?


Without another word, Mange straightened up and tilted his head back.  He closed his jaws, and again he gave a drawn-out, gentle swallow.  From below, Jerrit looked up at the underside of his dragon's neck as a bulge, mostly unrecognizable except for the slight double-bump of her breasts, slid down its length.  The bulge squirmed a little, then slid out of sight, sent to the dragon's normally merciless stomach.


“All right, then,”  Jerrit declared, and took a deep steadying breath.  “Let's get going, Mange.”  He patted his special mount's belly.  “You good in there?  Last time you can talk.”


“This is gross,” came Raine's immediate, rather calm, heavily muffled response.  He smirked.  “You didn't mention how bad it would smell.”


“Dragons eat meat, beautiful,” he said.  “Don't be so surprised.”  He smirked again.  “Found the Slime skin?”


“Hard not to,” came her very matter-of-fact response, to which he chuckled.


“All right.  Silent now.  If you stay still in there you're good for thirty hours, from what we've been able to figure.  I'll see you in about twenty-four.”  He vaulted onto the saddle just behind the thirty-foot beast's shoulder blades.  “Let's go, Mange!  Time's flying.  It would be a shame if she digested in there.”  He snickered.


Whatever you say, boss, came the dragon's telepathic reply, tinged with a wave of amusement.  And you can't fool me.  You like her.


Oh, so you're talking to me again now, are you?  Jerrit asked him, also mentally.  Recovered from the other night then?


For a while I was afraid I wouldn't this time, Mange countered, giving a slight snort that produced a small flick of flame from his nostrils.  Where the hell did you get that batch of Dragonweed, anyway?


Admit it, you want more, Jerrit said, smirking, as the dragon began accelerating down the forest path despite the closeness of the trees.


Hell yeah, Mange agreed.  When it kills your telepathy for a bit you know it's the good stuff!


Jerrit was still laughing when they emerged from the trees.

---- ----


“Hoy there, Jerrit.”


“Hey, Russ,” Jerrit replied as the red-bearded dragon trooper led his heavier Greentalon mount across his path.  “Doing good?”


“As well as could be expected,” another rider answered, drawing his own mount up alongside Mange.  “Had to fight off another Tarlmescan raid last night.  Lost more good men.”


“Marcus.  That's too bad.  Good to see you're both okay though.”


“Bah, we only lost footsoldiers,” Russ said, shrugging, leaning forward in his saddle.  “Gods, I can't even remember the last time the dragons were involved in a skirmish.  I'd bloody well welcome it by now.”


“You'd think Tarlmesca would stop trying to breach us though,” Marcus said.  The two sentries pulled their dragons into step with Mange, one ahead and one to his side on the rocky mountain path, and the three of them continued at a slow pace.  The sentries on either side of the Red Hills rarely actually stopped Jerrit anymore, but they welcomed any opportunities they found to chat.  “They may have all the coal, but we have more troops and more mages.”


“Well Queen Ramilla wants her daughter back, right?” Jerrit asked, and shrugged.  “Seems to me until your king lets her go their queen will keep trying to invade.”


“That bloody bitch shoulda just given us access to a few coal mines, and none of this would be happening,” Russ said.  He turned in the saddle to talk back at Jerrit.  “I don't see why she's so angry though.  From what I've been hearing her girl ain't being too badly treated.  Just enough to make the Queen want to negotiate.”


Jerrit shrugged, noncommittal.  While he could certainly say what each side wanted to hear, he preferred to just keep as neutral as possible.  After all, as a messenger hired by various neutral guilds and churches, he really belonged to neither of the two countries.  Even though trade between the countries had halted with Princess Jalera's abduction over a year ago, and citizens were not allowed to cross the Red Hills under penalty of death, some of the guilds were powerful enough that not even the feuding queen and king wanted to piss them off.


“You'd be out of a job, though, if the war ended, eh, Jerrit?” Marcus said, grinning.


“No, but it would be a lot less lucrative,” Jerrit admitted, smiling.  Of course the men couldn't know he meant his illicit smuggling activities, not the extra fees he was adding to his usual wages as a messenger.  He wondered for a moment how Raine was doing underneath him in Mange's belly, but he drew his thoughts away from that.  He couldn't allow himself to think of that; he might let something slip.  “Though I am running a little late today.  Mange had a little too much DragonWeed the other night.”  He patted Mange's shoulders, which were right in front of his saddle.  “He's been a little slow today.”


Both the men laughed, and both their dragons turned their gazes as best they could to their leaner messenger comrade.  The sharp-toothed grins on their reptilian faces were teasing ones.


You bum.  Why do you always say it's my fault when one of our clients makes us late?  Mange didn't turn his head to look at him, but rather played the role of a slightly hungover dragon.  The other dragons couldn't hear his thoughts --- only his rider could, --- but physical reactions anyone could recognize and interpret.


Because everyone can hear me, but only I can hear you, he countered, reaching up to pull on his mustache to hide a bit of a smile.  The smile faded quickly though.  How is she doing in there?


She's very calm.  Quiet, breathing, staying still.  She's a really pleasant guest I must say.  There was a pause.  She's been moving a little more since we met these guys though.  I think she's smart enough to stay quiet.


I hope so, Jerrit countered.  But good that she's staying calm.  She'll make it to the other side just fine.


“Come to think of it, though, you're going to be late anyway,” Marcus said.  “In last night's fighting the fucking mages took out half a mountainside.  The west path is completely blocked.”


Jerrit's heart lurched.  “W-what?” he managed.


“Yeah, you'll be having to take the south gate at the fort,” Russ agreed.  “And not just today.  The generals decided to leave the rubble there.  If Tarlmesca wants through there, they have to clean up their own fucking mess first.”


Jerrit swallowed.  He had a cold feeling in his stomach, and not for his own sake.  “That's at least ten more hours of travel!”


“On your dragon, maybe,” Russ countered, and shrugged.  “But I'm sure yer clients'll understand.  This is war, bud, they don't give a damn if you're happy or not.”


Jerrit slumped a little in the saddle.  Ten hours... damn it.  “Fuck... fuck.”  He straightened up.  “Well... well if you boys don't mind, then, I have to run.  Try... try to make up some time.”


“Yeah, I figure,” Marcus agreed.  “Russ, get out of his way, will you?”


“Why'd you go and spoil a chat, boy?”  Russ countered, though he did ease his dragon to the side as Mange started accelerating to get passed him.  “Bah.  Have a good run, messenger.  Chat more on yer way back, all right?”


“Yeah, sure,” Jerrit replied, waving vaguely as Mange accelerated down the rocky path.


Ten hours, Mange thought to him as the two guards fell back behind him.  Ten hours.  Fuck.


Go as fast as you can, Mange, Jerrit said.  Go as fast as you can.


She won't make it and you know it, Mange thought back, though he didn't slow down.  We're already a couple hours behind as it is.  The BlackSlime skin will have let my acids through long before we reach a spot to let her out safely.


We have to try, Jerrit countered.  She... if any of the ones we've smuggled across deserve to make it, it's her.  None of them were ever so... cooperative.


You like her, came Mange's sad response.  So do... so did I.  Normally at this point you wouldn't even have bothered to try.  And nor would I.


No, he agreed, letting out a deep sigh.  No, I wouldn't have.  We wouldn't.  He shook his head.  Damn it.  Of all the times for a forced detour.


Yeah.  What a waste, Mange thought.  What a waste.


Of course they both knew there would be no waste.  Raine would eventually make a good meal in there, once the BlackSlime skin stopped protecting her flesh.  She had paid the fees, and she'd been warned that there were risks.


Still, it would be a waste indeed...

 ----  ----


No.  She won't make it.


Jerrit sighed as Mange thundered along the winding, lengthy south path leading from the Red Hills fortress into Tarlmesca.  Damn it, what a damn shame.  We tried, he thought back.  We really did try.  It's more than any other person would have gotten.


Yeah, Mange agreed, though he wasn't slowing down yet.  She's starting to squirm in there.  The acids are probably starting to seep through the BlackSlime skin.  And we must be still eight hours from the border fortress.


Even if that official hadn't wasted two hours of our time at the fortress she still wouldn't have made it, Jerrit thought, real sadness in his mind.  Ah well... really too bad, but what can we do... he straightened in the saddle.  “You might as well slow down, buddy.  No point exhausting yourself any more.”


Mange didn't slow down though.  Quite a shame, though, he said to Jerrit.  Such a waste.  A waste of a good girl.  And of good gold, too.  You should probably have kept her gold outside of me.  Now it will be digested along with her.


“Yeah, a waste,” he agreed, and shook his head.  “I don't suppose you can bring up that bundle?”


She's hanging on to it, sorry, Mange replied.  If you want it, you'd have to go in and get it.


Jerrit snorted.  It wasn't like he hadn't visited Mange's belly himself before, usually specifically to search for valuables, but this wasn't the time or place.  We're too exposed here, he said.  Otherwise, yeah, I'd go in for that.  She had more gold in the purse than she paid me.  Hell, that's not all I'd take from her in there.


Mange still didn't slow down, and Jerrit found himself wincing as he tried to find a more comfortable spot in the saddle.  The sudden erection made bouncing around on Mange's back less pleasant than usual.


Such dirty thoughts, Mange said, his lip curling in a smirk as he ran, his mental words tinged with amusement.  Forced sex with my meal.  The way your mind works really does amuse me sometimes.


Yeah, well, admit that you find the idea interesting yourself, Jerrit thought back, also smirking.  Though he knew Raine was still alive in Mange's belly, for now, he now also knew there wouldn't be anything left in there by the time they reached a safe spot to release her.  As though accepting that fact had somehow changed who she was, suddenly he was allowing himself to have cruel thoughts concerning her.  She'd agreed to the attempt, knowing there were risks, and knowing she would not be let out until they reached their destination.  She had agreed to the terms, and they had done their best to keep their end of the deal.  But since there was nothing he could do to save her now, at this point he could only see her as a victim.


I'll admit it, Mange agreed.  I find the thought of you going in there just for sexual release... quite fascinating.


“Well, I'd do it, you know,” Jerrit said, leaning back a little in the saddle.  “But we really can't do it.  We're way too exposed out here.  All we need is for one scout to see you swallow me or barf me up and we're finished.”


True, Mange agreed.  Very true.  But why do you think I'm still running?


Jerrit frowned.  “You wanted to give her your best...” he tilted his head, confused, but Mange sent him a mental image that made his eyes widen.  “That's right!  On this path there's that cave not far from here!”


Exactly, Mange thought back smugly.  Where we can do our thing away from prying eyes.  There was a pause, then, and I could use a drink from the pool there.  That could be our excuse if we're seen going in.


“Mange, I love you,” Jerrit growled, baring his teeth.  “This is perfect.”  He patted his dragon's flank.  “Sweetie, you and I are going to have a bit of fun.”


It was as slimy and putrid as he remembered.


When Jerrit slid down Mange's throat --- the dragon getting him past the gag reflex caused by the BlackSlime skin he wore --- he emerged slickly into the dragon's stomach and landed feet-first in the pool of acid there.  He kept his feet, keeping his head above the level of the stuff, and once he was sure of his balance he reached up to pull the BlackSlime skin down from the top of his head so he could breathe and see what he was doing.


“Thank the gods,” came frightened but relieved words from right nearby.  “When I heard about the landslide I got worried.  My... my skin is getting really itchy.”


So calm, he thought, turning to her in the dimness.  So brave.  Damn her, even now he couldn't help but to like her.  But, as he looked her over in the stinking belly, the sight of her nude body, wrapped only in that super-stretched Slime skin, reminded him of why he was really here.


Raine had uncovered her face, but the rest of her body was still under the Slime skin, including most of her black hair.  Even though she was submerged in acid from the waist down, her shape was perfect... curvy, womanly.  He knew he was going to enjoy this very much indeed.


Mange had found a spot where the sun shone down through a hole in the cavern roof, so there was decent light even inside his body.  Thus, Raine was able to see Jerrit's body in the stomach, and so when she let out a shuddering breath he knew she had seen his erection.  “You're not here to let me out,” she said softly, and in a very matter-of-fact tone.


“No,” he agreed.  “Sorry, sweetie, but we ran out of time.  For what it's worth, we did try to make it for you.”


Raine closed her eyes and swallowed.


“But now you consider me already dead,” she said softly.  “And... and so you figure... you shouldn't... waste me.”  He heard her take a deep, shuddering breath, and once again he was amazed at her poise.  She knew he was about to rape her, and that she was about to die, and yet still she was calm and brave.  Damn her.  He would have preferred that she panic.


“Look, it's nothing personal,” he explained, though he stepped a little closer to her, sloshing through the acid pool to do so.  The stuff reached his waist as he had to move on his knees in the tight space; the tip of his erection barely cleared the surface.  “And you're right, I don't want to waste that gold of yours...” he took hold of the bundle she held, and she let him pull it away to toss it near the stomach opening, “...or that body of yours.”  Though he held his hands back this time for some reason.  “Look, once I'm done, I'll dunk your head in the acids.  Ten seconds and it'll be over.  Even quicker than strangling.”  He tilted his head.  “Consider it an act of mercy.”


“Mercy?”  She managed in an incredulous tone.


“I could let you slowly digest alive if you prefer,” he countered.  He felt his manhood throb, and decided that thought excited him more than he had realized.  “Call the rape payment for ending it quick, if that will make it easier.”  He clenched and unclenched his fists once.  “Ready?”


She was silent.  Even though he was the one in control here, and this would end with her death, still somehow he felt some kind of respect for her.  Even in the face of death she was brave... he owed it to her to let her speak a few words before he got started on her.


“It... won't be the first time,” she murmured.  “And dying... dying really doesn't scare me that much anymore.  Not anymore.”  She looked off to the side.  Somehow the haunted look in her eyes made him hesitate more than anything else would have.  “Just... just one thing...” she met his eyes.  “from the front.  Please.  From the front.”  She licked her lips.  “I... I want to see your eyes.  They... they always had me blindfolded...”


Jerrit frowned.  He found himself, inexplicably, losing interest in what he had come to do.  Raine had been brave and smart the whole time, and still was; this sudden confession that she had been a victim before threw him somewhat.


Don't be such a pansy, Mange's thoughts came to him.


Jerrit scowled.  You're right, he thought.  He stepped forward, and reached out to grab Raine's upper arms.  “Nice try, sweetie,” he growled.  “But I think from behind would be best.”  She gave a sharp cry as he spun her around and pressed her into the stomach wall.  “And it's been a few days since my last whore.  I should be able to manage a second time from the front.”  He leaned his face close to her ear.  “You can look me in the eyes then.  And I'll be able to last longer for it.”


Raine whimpered softly, but she didn't struggle.  Quite the opposite, when she felt him press his hardness to her buttock under the acid, she wordlessly spread her legs as best she could, tilting her hips forward.  The reaction, he decided, of a woman who had learned fighting a rape made it hurt more.


“Good girl,” he whispered, Holding her to the stomach wall with one hand and reaching under the acid with the other.  He gripped his erection and wordlessly guided himself toward the mound of her womanly opening; he pressed the tip of himself to the crease in the Slime skin, and with his fingers he spread her lips as best he could.  She only whimpered once.


He tilted his hips upward, pushing himself into her body.  The Slime skin stretched effortlessly, letting him into her with barely any resistance at all, cupping his shaft like it was her own flesh.  He thrust once, and the movement was slick and easy for both of them.  The natural ooze produced by the Slime skin was a perfect lubricant, even submerged in acid.


He started to thrust, slowly, intending to take his time.  Raine whimpered, and when he reached up with both hands to free her hair of the Slime skin she only bit her lip and didn't fight.  He found himself kissing her cheek, possessively but with just a trace of fondness.  She was quite a woman, brave and smart but knowing when to surrender.  It was such a shame she was about to die.


When Raine started rocking her hips in time with him, he didn't complain.  He had nothing against her having a little pleasure of her own before dying; quite the opposite, she was welcome to it.  A little pleasure before a quick death would be a good way for her life to end.


It didn't take him long.  Despite how slowly he was going, the fact that it had been four days since his last woman, coupled with Raine's counter-motions, began drawing out the pre-ejaculatory waves of pleasure.  His hips accelerated, almost against his will, as his inner muscle tensed, and he heard Raine moan softly as she realized what was coming.


He groaned, then cried out, his voice echoing through the stomach eerily.  His hips lost their rhythm, breaking into jerky thrusting, as deep inside his abdomen his muscles unclenched and clenched in rapid, ecstatic succession.  He jerked and squeezed Raine tight, the sensations augmented as the Slime skin kept his cum from escaping into her body.  She moaned in response, a moan of contradicting pleasure and dismay as she felt her body give him his pleasure against her will.  Around them, the belly vibrated as Mange let forth a rumble of laughter.


Jerrit held onto her for a while, panting, buried inside her.  She didn't struggle, but rather just stayed very still, panting herself, making soft sounds somewhere between fear and lust.  Being raped, he found himself thinking, really wasn't new to her.


When she finally started to move, he didn't hold on to her.  He pulled himself free of her body, and let her turn around to face him; he looked her in the eyes, and he saw fear and sadness there, but combined with lust.  Despite the horror of this, and despite that she had been used against her will, she wanted him inside her again.  She wanted this now.


He let her hands guide him, let her turn him so he was sitting against the wall of the stomach.  He stared into her eyes as she shifted about, drawing in close, pressing her breasts to his chest.  His hands went to his manhood, and he pumped himself once or twice, but it was hardening again regardless; thus when she lowered herself onto him, he slid back into her with no trouble.


This time it was no rape.  Raine did the work, her hips rocking, her thighs bobbing her up and down on him in the acid.  He held her hips, using his arms to help her, and he snatched quick licks and nibbles of her nipples, so hard through the Slime skin, as her breasts bounced dangerously close to the surface of the acid.  He let her work, and let her have her pleasure.  She deserved it.


After a minute or two he found himself looking her in the eyes as she rode him faster and faster.  He knew she was nearing her orgasm, and he smiled, urging her on.  She saw the smile and responded with one of her own, a moan slipping between her lips as she did so; he laughed softly and nodded, encouraging her, even though his own body was again starting to prime for a release.


She reached it first.  She was staring him right in the eyes, her blue ones wide, her jaw clenched, when it finally hit her.  She threw her head back, and she howled, a scream of release so loud and powerful it was as though she was trying to compensate for holding it back so long.  He felt her body clench around him, and he groaned in response as the increased tightness drew his own orgasm closer.  She continued to ride him, suddenly leaning forward and holding him tight, gasping and moaning straight into his ear, and he responded in kind, his body going into orgasm for its second time.  Her moans changed in pitch, ecstatic but amused now, and he knew she was pleased to draw that from him this time.  This time she had given herself to him, and so his orgasm this time was one she welcomed.


They stayed there for some time, panting, recovering their breath.  Jerrit had no more thoughts of killing her, not at the moment.  Somehow what had just happened between them had been more than anything he had ever experienced with any whore.  He was about to murder her, and he had just raped her... and yet there was some kind of emotional connection he had never felt from a woman before.


Finally, however, he moved his arms.  He took hold of her shoulders and gently pushed her upper body away from his, and in the dimness he stared into those beautiful blue eyes.


“I'm supposed to just... lean you back, now,” he said, quietly.  “Dunk your head under the acid.  Ten seconds, and you'd be free.  No more pain.”


She stared back at him, and she swallowed.  He expected her to be brave again, to nod.  Instead, to his astonishment, her eyes filled with tears.


“Please,” she whispered.  “I just... I just want to go home...”


He stared into her eyes for a few seconds.


“All right,” he said, softly.  “All right.”  He pulled her forward and hugged her tight.  She sobbed and hugged him back, leaving Jerrit to wonder in bewilderment what on earth had just happened.


About time you came to your senses, came Mange's amused thought.  Ready to come out?


Give us just a minute, Jerrit thought back.  Whatever this is... it would be a shame to waste it.


“Are you all right?”


“I need... I need to... get out of this,” Raine gasped, though she lay on her back on the stone without moving.  “The... the Slime skin.  My... my legs... my skin is... is burning...” she closed her blue eyes, tears streaming from them.  Tears of pain, tears which made Jerrit feel ashamed in a way he never had before.


“No, don't,” he warned, gripping her wrists when she finally reached up for the neck of the thing.  “Listen, the acid was starting to get through, but the Slime skin still counters it.  You'll be better off keeping it on.  Okay?  Okay, Raine?”


She looked up at him, and she looked him in the eyes.  “Okay,” she whispered, closing her eyes, grimacing in pain.  “Okay... I, I trust you...”


“Stupid to,” he muttered, gripping only one of her hands now.  “I raped you.  I was about to kill you.”  He scowled.  “I... still don't quite know why I didn't.”


“Well, we're glad you didn't.”


Both their eyes opened wide.  Jerrit came to his feet, turning to face the direction of the voice, and Raine struggled to sit up.  Mange, who had turned away to finally take that drink he'd wanted, froze in mid-swallow before slowly lifting and turning his head.


As Jerrit stood there, for all intents and purposes naked in his BlackSlime skin, men rose up from behind the stalagmites all around them.  Five, ten, twenty... before he knew it a whole fifty-man troop had shown itself, all of them pointing crossbows at Jerrit or the dragon.


Fuck, came Mange's infuriated thought as he swallowed his mouthful very audibly.  They're wearing some of those damn stealth amulets!  No wonder I didn't smell or hear them!


“Don't try it, dragon,” the voice said again.  “You might get a few of us.  You might even get all of us.  But your master will take several crossbow bolts regardless.  Stay right where you are.”


“Don't move, Mange,” Jerrit said, softly holding his hand out to his friend.  “Don't move.”  He met the other man's eyes.  “General Balmene.  You took a troop into the hills personally again.”


“It beats sitting behind a desk,” the general countered, stepping forward into the light from above.  “And sometimes we make some good catches.”  He looked over at Raine as she came to her knees, but he barely gave her more than a glance before sliding his gaze to Mange.  “So, you've figured out some way to smuggle refugees across the Red Hills.  We'd heard rumors, but until now I thought they were nonsense.”  He looked Jerrit over.  “What exactly is that you're wearing?  What actually survives several hours inside a dragon?”


“If I tell you will you let me go?” Jerrit countered.


“You're really not in a position to negotiate,” Balmene countered, raising the tip of his crossbow to Jerrit's forehead.  “If I kill you we still find out what you're wearing.”


“General...” Raine whispered.  She was trying to come to her feet.


“Raine, stay down,” Jerrit said worriedly.  “Stay down.  These men...”


“Girl, do you realize what groups of soldiers do to pretty girls sneaking into Tarlmesca?”  General Balmene asked, cutting Jerrit off as Raine finally came to her feet.  He sneered.  “Keep quiet and you might live as a whore back at camp for a while.”


“No way, you bastard,” Jerrit declared, stepping in front of Raine protectively.  “General, me and Mange are the only ones that can smuggle people across alive.  Hurt her and I'll never cooperate.”


The general blinked at him, then frowned, amused.  “What's this?  This isn't like you, Jerrit, boy.  Since when do you give a damn about some girl's life?”


“Since... five minutes ago,” Jerrit admitted, knowing full well the general was right; this was terribly uncharacteristic of him.  “Since... since her.”  He stepped closer to Raine and laced one arm around her.  “Look, I'll cooperate.  I'll sneak spies across into Madessa for the queen.  So she can find her daughter.  Just... don't hurt Raine, all right?  All right?”


The general tilted his head.  “We're supposed to kill anyone crossing over that isn't a messenger,” he said, looking Raine over as though considering if she'd be a good enough victim to disobey orders over.  “But,” he admitted, “I suppose we could make an exception.”  He met Jerrit's eyes.  “The queen has left express orders to do anything we can if we see a chance to rescue the princess.  And I'm thinking you represent a chance.”


“G-General Balmene...”


“Hush,” Jerrit whispered, patting Raine's shoulder.  “Not a word.  Not right now.”


“Stop, Jerrit,” she said, her voice strengthening.  He looked down at her, frowning, but she gave him a reassuring smile.  “It's okay.  Let me talk.”


“Girl, you're lucky you're still alive.  Or not under five of my men, at least,” the general pointed out.  “Jerrit's gotten you a pass so far.  Don't press your luck.”


Raine nudged Jerrit and made him step away.  He obeyed, perplexed and worried.  Half an hour before he'd been ready to kill her; now he didn't want to see her get hurt.


“I would hope you'd treat me with... a little more respect than that, General,” she said, her stance straightening somewhat despite her burns.  Suddenly she looked somehow regal, despite the super-skintight Slime skin and her messy hair.  “I know it's been over a year.  Probably two, even, since you last saw me.  And I'm sure I've lost some weight, and... and I doubt you've ever seen me naked.”  She reached up with one hand and lifted her dark hair over her head, sort of like it was in a bun.  “Don't you recognize me, General?”


The general was frowning at first, but as she spoke a look of dawning surprise worked its way into his expression.  Raine had barely finished speaking before he exclaimed, “Princess!”


Nothing could have stunned Jerrit more than that.  When Raine --- Princess Jalera --- turned to smile a little embarrassedly at him, his jaw dropped.  Suddenly it all made some sense... her knowledge of dragons and other things only the wealthy would know; her whisperings of rape and blindfolds; her quiet, noble courage.  Princess Jalera, future queen of Tarlmesca, who had just spent over a year in the Madessan king's dungeons, where she had endured terrible things as they sought to force her mother to negotiate.


He came from a distant land, and he had always been neutral in this conflict.  He didn't take sides; he didn't even know what the feuding monarchs looked like.  He'd had no way of recognizing who she was.  No way at all.


“Get her a blanket!” the general shouted, suddenly looking quite a bit less professional as he waved his arms wildly.  “And food and water!  And somebody must have a robe or something she can wear instead of that!”


“No, general,” Jalera shouted.  “No.”  The men around them had begun working at their packs, looking for blankets and such, but they all stopped when they heard her.  When the general turned to her she explained, “the Slime skin is what kept me alive inside Mange's stomach.  It's healing burns right now as we speak.”  She glanced at Jerrit again, and again she looked embarrassed.  “I'd like to keep it on.”


“I... certainly, princess,” the general managed.  “Certainly.  But...” he suddenly scowled at Jerrit, then looked back at the princess.  “P-Princess?  We... we heard... sounds... from inside the dragon...” he glared at Jerrit.  “This bastard, he...!”


“Saved my Life, General,” Princess Jalera cut him off loudly.  “He came in to get me when he realized the detour you idiots had forced him to take would end up killing me.”


The general blinked.  So did Jerrit.  She looked over and met his eyes, and somehow she didn't hate him.  Despite that he had raped her, and intended to kill her, she was grateful to him for bringing her home.  She could have ordered these men to kill him, now that she was safe, but she had no intention of doing so.  He had decided to spare her.  She was now doing the same.


“But... Princess... he said... we heard...”


“You heard a grateful girl rewarding a man for saving her life,” she snapped, actually making him blanch.  “And five minutes ago, you intended to have a turn at my body also before slitting my throat.  So do not judge him.”


“I... y-yes, Princess,” General Balmene managed.  “I, uh... I apologize, princess.  Jerrit.”  He nodded quickly.  “I... it's part of war, I hope you understand, your Highness...”


“I don't begrudge you that,” she replied.  “No more than I begrudge Jerrit taking a reward from me.”  She basically just admitted that he'd raped her, while simultaneously saying he wasn't to be punished for it.  “In fact if anything I want your word that you'll enjoy any Madessan woman you manage to capture.”  Her expression hardened.  “As payback of sorts for... as payback.”


The general stared at her for a few seconds.  So did Jerrit.  Neither could say a word, and it seemed as though none of the fifty men standing around dared say what they were thinking.  Everyone knew what the Madessan king had ordered done to his captured princess, to force their queen to cooperate.


“Princess...” General Malbene finally murmured, “how... how is this possible?  How did you escape?”


“One of the noblewomen finally took pity on me.  She snuck me out.  Cleaned me up.”  She gave a momentary smile and glanced down at herself, fleetingly.  “Then she organized for me to escape the capital with gold and a few bodyguards.”  She paused.  “Last I heard she was was to be arrested for treason.  No one knew why but us.  My guards left to try to protect her... to bring her with us.  They never came back”  She took a deep breath.  “She's probably in my old cell by now.”


Jerrit swallowed audibly.  So did the general.  After a few more seconds, the general spoke again.


“Princess... we... we have to get you home.  Let the country know you're safe again.  Your mother will be overjoyed!”


“So will I...” the princess admitted tiredly.  “It's been... a long year or so...” she looked over at Jerrit, and smiled sadly.  “Thank you.  For before.  For... looking into my eyes.”


He just swallowed.  What the hell was he supposed to say now?


“Let's get you home, princess,” the general said, stepping forward a bit, though he stopped several arm-lengths away from her and offered her his hand.  “We'll escort you straight to the front gate of the palace.  Straight to your mother.”


She looked at his hand for a few seconds, then looked over at Jerrit.  She gave a smile, and stepped closer to him, and to his nervous discomfort she passed her arm around his waist.  She looked at the general, who dropped his offered hand.  “I'll ride with Jerrit.  You can escort me if you want, but... but I want to ride with Jerrit.  He saved me, general.”


“Just for money,” Balmene pointed out, evidently not pleased at what the princess was deciding.


“At first,” she agreed.  “At first.”  She looked up at Jerrit and smiled.  “Right, Jerrit?”


He stared down at her for a few seconds.  “I... Princess Jalera...”


“Raine to you,” she cut him off immediately.  She smiled.  “I don't want to hear any of that 'holy supreme majesty highness' crap from you.  I think we're passed that.”  She smirked a little embarrassedly.  “Don't you?”


“Uh... if you say so,” he managed, finding himself smiling despite himself.  “Okay... Raine, then.”  His grip around her waist tightened.  “You're right.  It was for money... at first.”  He snorted in some amusement and looked away, pensive.  “At first.  So weird.”


“Not weird at all,” Raine countered, hugging him tight, their bodies as good as nude in their form-fitting Slime skins.  “Not weird at all.”  She pulled down his face and kissed him.


About bloody time, came Mange's amused thought.


“Shut up, you,” Jerrit replied when he finally came up for air.

