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Prologue

Talitha woke to the weight of his arm across her ribs.

The collar bit into her throat when she shifted. Cold iron, etched with runes that pulsed faintly purple in the pre-dawn grey. She could feel his heartbeat against her spine, slow and steady. He slept deeply because nothing in the world threatened him anymore. His breath stirred the wild hair at her nape.

She lay still. The furs beneath them smelled of sex and sweat and the faint mineral tang of sorcery. Fade's chambers occupied the highest floor of the Dread Tower, where she had once planned ambushes from the war table, where she had once spread maps with Saikhi and argued supply routes with—

My master saved me from false loyalty.

The thought arrived like a slap, sharp and warm, flooding her chest with something that felt horrifyingly like gratitude. Talitha blinked. She'd been trying to remember something. Someone. A face. Dark hair, pale skin, a stupid grin that—

My master showed me what real strength looks like.

Heat pooled between her legs. The corrective pleasure rolled through her belly and down her thighs, obliterating whatever name had been forming on her tongue. She pressed back against Fade's body, her hips grinding against him on instinct. He was already hard. He was always hard in the mornings.

"Awake?" Fade's voice was rough with sleep, lazy and pleased. He kept his eyes closed. One hand found her breast and squeezed, his finger circling the nipple until it stiffened.

"Yes, Master."

"Tell me who you belong to."

"You, Master."

"Tell me what you are."

"Your warrior. Your wife. Your whore." The words came out automatically. Somewhere behind her sternum, something twisted. It might have been resistance. The pleasure crushed it flat.

"Good girl." Fade rolled onto his back and tugged the chain attached to her collar. Talitha followed it like a hunting beast on a lead, swinging one tanned leg over his hips and settling her weight across him. Her tattoos caught the pale light from the window. She could feel him pressing against her entrance, hard and insistent.

She took her master's cock in. Slowly. Her body opened, accommodating, wet before she'd even fully woken. The collar clinked as she braced both palms on his chest and began to rock.

"The forest chose you," she breathed. The mantra. "The forest favours strength. The forest... rewards the conqueror."

Fade watched her work, his white hair fanned across the black pillow, those unsettling eyes of his tracking every bounce, every flex of her stomach muscles. He grabbed both her hips and thrust upward, hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs.

"What if your old master walked through that door right now?"

Something flickered. A shape in the dark. Pale skin, short black hair, a voice that said hey, Tali—

The pleasure hit so hard her vision whited out. She cried out, back arching, thighs clamping around Fade's waist as her whole body shuddered. When the wave receded, she was panting, sweat beading between her breasts, and the thought was gone. Erased. Replaced by Fade's smirk below her.

"I would..." She swallowed. Ground her hips down. "I would keep riding you. I would let him watch. I would show him what I chose."

"Louder."

"I would fuck you in front of him until he understood that I belong to you."

Fade grabbed the back of her neck and pulled her down into a kiss that tasted like ownership. His hips snapped up, fucking into her with an aggression that made the heavy bed frame groan against the stone floor. Talitha moaned into his mouth, her fingers clawing at the sheets, her mind a smooth blank void where no faces lived.

He finished inside her. She felt the warmth flood deep, and Master Control rewarded her with another orgasm that left her trembling and empty-headed on his chest.

"Perfect," Fade murmured against her hair. "Absolutely perfect."

The door opened without a knock. Marra walked in carrying a sheaf of parchment and wearing a sheer black wrap that covered nothing. Her purple skin caught the candlelight, horns polished to a gleam, tail swaying behind her with easy confidence of woman who had regained her status.

Talitha didn't move from Fade's chest. This was how she learned about the world now. Pressed against him, collar chain pooled on the sheets, listening.

"Morning numbers." Marra perched on the edge of the bed without invitation. "Tower's Desire revenue is up twelve per cent. Garth expanded the VIP suites and added a goblin wing. Waiting lists for private sessions are backed up three weeks."

"Sentinel desertions?"

"Two in the last month. Both caught before they reached the treeline. Publicly disciplined." Marra's lips curled. "Near zero now. Zigarete's reformation is working. Her speech to the barracks last week about 'misplaced loyalty' had grown men weeping… literally, the woman is violent."

Fade traced a lazy circle on Talitha's back. "Mining?"

"Doubled. Saikhi restructured the shift rotations and negotiated with the Goblin Queen for a second tunnel crew. Iron and copper output is ahead of projections. She also scheduled the breeding tribute for tonight."

"Good." Fade's hand drifted from Talitha's back to her ass, squeezing idly. "Any word from the eastern scouts?"

"Grey void is still expanding at the Silent Plains. Slower now. Merchants are routing around it, which actually funnels more traffic through our gates." Marra flipped a page. "Oh, and the tentacle beast birthed again. Painsley reports a full breeding cycle completed."

Fade stared at the ceiling. His free hand found Talitha's breast and kneaded it absently.

"I miss Flankenstein."

Marra raised an eyebrow.

"Not the man. The ability." Fade lifted Talitha's breast, weighed it in his palm, let it drop. "Reshaping. Variety. You can't tell me you don't look at certain members of court and think, bigger."

Marra snorted. "You have a throne room full of women. You want to complain about breast sizes?"

"I want options, Marra. An emperor should have options." He sat up, dumping Talitha gently off his chest. She knelt beside him on the bed, hands on her thighs, waiting. "Check Flanken's old quarters. If there are research notes, formulas, anything, I want Saikhi on it."

"I'll add it to her list."

Fade swung his legs off the bed. Naked, lean, pale as bone. The sorcerer's mark on his chest pulsed faintly, a reminder of the power coiled inside him.

"I'm ready to hold court."

The ceremonial harness took ten minutes to buckle. Leather straps crossed Talitha's chest between her breasts and over her shoulders, cinched tight at the waist, leaving her stomach and most of her back bare. Twin hatchets hung from the hip loops, functional weapons that she could draw in a heartbeat. The collar chain attached to a lead that Fade held loosely in one hand.

They descended the central staircase of the Dread Tower. On the fourth landing, Painsley knelt.

The faen sorcerer was half-dressed in what might have once been a shirt, the rest of her covered in translucent slime that glistened on her skin. Behind her, a tentacle beast squatted on thick, wet limbs, chained to the wall with ironwood links. Its appendages curled and uncurled lazily, leaving streaks of mucus on the flagstones.

"Master." Painsley pressed her forehead to the stone. Her orange hair was matted, her sorcerer's mark glowing above her hip through the slime. "Breeding cycle complete. Three viable offspring."

"Good." Fade stopped beside her, placed one hand on the crown of her head. Painsley leaned into the touch like a cat pushed against a warm palm, her whole body relaxing, a small sound escaping her throat.

Talitha watched. She remembered the old Painsley. Foul-mouthed, wild, impossible to control, the kind of woman who'd tell a lord to fuck himself and mean it literally. The faen who rode stone beasts and named them after people she liked.

Now she knelt in slime and called a man Master.

As she should, the thought supplied. As we all should.

Fade's hand slid from Painsley's hair to her jaw, tilting her face up. His thumb traced her lower lip. "You'll come to my chambers tonight. After the tribute."

Painsley's eyes went glassy. "Yes, Master. Thank you."

He released her and continued down the stairs. Talitha followed. The chain swung between them.

Two flights lower, Eya fell into step beside Marra. The blood sorcerer had traded her old clinical whites for dark leather, her white hair pulled back tight.

"The enhanced shock troops are progressing on schedule," she said. "Blood-augmented muscle density. They'll be battle-ready within the month."

"Casualties?" Fade asked without looking back.

"Three. Two from cardiac arrest during the augmentation process, one from self-inflicted injury during combat testing. Acceptable losses."

"Agreed. Continue."

Eya's gaze swept briefly to Talitha. She looked her up and down, then smirked.

When they arrived at the throne room, Talitha noted how it had been gutted and rebuilt.

All the furniture was replaced with black stone alternatives, quarried from beneath the tower itself, polished to a mirror shine. The floor reflected everything, doubling the space, making it look as if another court existed beneath their feet, identical and inverted. It also Fade and others to better see under skirts. Purple banners hung from the vaulted ceiling, embroidered with Fade's sigil, a black eagle which to Adearathians it looked like a mythical creature. The throne sat on a raised dais at the far end, carved from a single piece of obsidian, sharp-edged and imposing.

Alisa knelt at the throne's right. The former Alistar wore half-armour that left her stomach and upper chest exposed, curves pressing against polished steel. A collar matched Talitha's, its chain bolted to the throne's base. Her lucious hair fell across olive-skinned shoulders. She was speaking animatedly to two Sentinel captains who stood before her with the rigid posture of men trying very hard to look at her face.

"—best thing that ever happened to me, honestly." Alisa's voice carried across the stone bright and cheerful. The voice of someone selling something they genuinely believed in. "I spent years pretending to be strong in the wrong body. Fade freed me. The sword feels better in my hand now. Everything feels better." She shifted on her knees, armour clinking, and the captains' gazes broke discipline for half a second. "You should see what I can do with a—"

Fade tugged her chain. Alisa went silent mid-sentence, mouth closing with a click, eyes dropping to the floor. Still smiling.

"Saikhi."

The ashborn stepped forward from the cluster of administrators near the throne. She carried a ledger the size of a tombstone, her crimson skin contrasted sharply around the cool blue glow of her eyes. She wore a fitted grey dress that Talitha recognised from the old quartermaster's wardrobe, though it had been tailored tighter, cut lower.

"Tax revenues are up nine per cent month over month, my lord." Her voice didn't waver. Same meticulous rhythm she'd used for Jonn. Same attention to detail. Different beneficiary. "Welfare programs have been replaced with performance-based incentive structures. Workers exceeding output targets receive bonus rations, housing upgrades, and..." She paused, turned a page. "Access to Lord Fade Nights."

Fade settled onto the throne. "Explain that for the newcomers."

Saikhi addressed the room without looking up from her ledger. "Lord Fade Nights are monthly reward events in which top-performing labourers, soldiers, and craftsmen receive personal attention from members of Lord Fade's inner court. Service varies by tier. Lots of the workers are working a lot harder for time with Talitha and the other women."

"And the breeding program?"

"Ahead of schedule. Goblin birthrate is up since relocation. Hybrid experimentation continues under controlled conditions. The Goblin Queen has submitted a formal request for additional human donors, which I've approved pending your confirmation."

"Confirmed." Fade gestured. "Come here."

Saikhi crossed the distance to the throne with her ledger still open. Fade pulled her onto his lap with one arm. She didn't resist, she simply adjusted her position, settling across his thighs as his hand pushed the hem of her dress up to her waist. She wore nothing underneath.

He entered her in full view of the court. Saikhi let out a soft moan, then she continued.

"Iron... output is up... forty-one per cent..." Her voice wavered on the numbers as Fade thrust up into her, his hands gripping her hips, pulling her down. She gripped the ledger with both hands. "Copper extraction... has enabled... expansion of the... oh goddess…"

The throne creaked. Fade's was unhurried; he was making a point by fucking his administrator in front of the court. All bow down to Fade's cock. Saikhi continued her report.

"...the western forge complex... which Kordak... estimates will produce..." A strangled moan escaped between figures. She turned a page with shaking fingers. "...two hundred units of... standardised plate armour... per... per month..."

Fade came with a grunt. Saikhi's report dissolved into a gasp, the ledger pressing flat against her massive breasts as she shuddered on his lap. For three seconds, there was no steward, no report, just a woman pinned on a cock with her eyes rolling back.

Then she blinked. Straightened. A thin line of cum traced down the inside of her thigh as she climbed off his lap.

"That concludes the morning briefing, my lord."

Alisa crawled forward on her hands and knees, her chain scraping the mirrored floor. She pressed her mouth to the inside of Saikhi's thigh and licked, cleaning her with slow, deliberate strokes. Saikhi stood perfectly still, ledger clutched to her chest, eyes forward.

Zigarete stood to the left of the throne with the Drakken coiled at her feet.

The former Grand Inquisitor wore black armour, stripped of insignia. Her flaming spear rested against her shoulder, its fire banked to a low glow. The Drakken's red scales shifted as it breathed, its enormous body curled like a hound, its intelligent eyes tracking every movement in the room.

The doors banged open. Two Sentinel guards dragged a young man between them, his boots scraping the polished floor. He was twenty at most, sunburned, calloused hands, a labourer from the village. Blood from a split lip painted his chin.

"This one," the lead guard announced, shoving the man to his knees, "was heard in the tavern district praising the false lord. Said, and I quote, 'Jonn Nightmare built this place and Fade stole it, and every man here knows it.'"

Silence pressed down on the throne room. Every courtier, every guard, every kneeling member of Fade's harem went still.

Zigarete moved.

One step forward. The butt of her spear cracked across the prisoner's jaw, snapping his head sideways. He hit the mirrored floor face-first. Zigarete planted a boot on his back and pressed.

"I served the Empire for twelve years." Her voice carried cold authority. "I hunted sorcerers across the breadth of Adearath. I thought I knew what strength looked like." She leaned her weight down. The prisoner wheezed. "I was wrong. The man you praise was a boy playing at lordship. He fumbled through every battle, stumbled into every victory, and when real power arrived, he crumbled like wet bread."

She removed her boot and hauled the prisoner, forcing him to face the throne.

"Lord Fade didn't steal anything. He reclaimed what was always his. Every wall you sleep behind. Every coin you spend. Every grain you eat. Built on his foundation. Protected by his power."

The prisoner spat blood. His eyes, glassy with fear, darted to Fade on the throne.

Fade yawned. "Zigarete."

She looked at him.

"Clean me."

The former Grand Inquisitor of the Adearathian Empire set her spear against the throne. She lowered herself to her knees between Fade's legs, pushed aside the fabric of his robe, and took his cock into her mouth. Her silver eyes looked up as she sucked.

The court watched. The prisoner watched. The Drakken watched.

Zigarete pulled back. "I serve a true master now." Her voice was flat, scraped clean. She returned to her work, head bobbing, one hand braced on Fade's thigh.

Fade didn't touch her. He looked at the prisoner instead.

"Your wife and daughters will be distributed among my officers. Your father and brothers go to the eastern mines. You go to the deep mines." He waved a hand. "Take him."

The guards dragged the screaming man out. Zigarete finished her task in silence, swallowed, and rose to her feet. She retrieved her spear and resumed her post without a word.

Garth arrived at midday with his contingent.

The former guard captain looked healthier than he had in years. Gut still there, hair still all but gone, but there was colour in his cheeks and a self-satisfied looseness in his stride that said business was good and life was simple. He bowed to Fade. Compliance was currency in the Dread Kingdom.

Behind him came the attractions.

The Goblin Queen walked in decorative golden chains that draped across her blue skin and looped between her horns, wearing nothing else. Yianna followed in a maid's uniform altered beyond recognition, the black dress cut to a corset at the waist, white apron barely reaching her upper thighs, her dark braided hair wound with silver ribbon. Gria brought up the rear in fabric so sheer it was more suggestion than clothing, her blonde hair loose, her generous curves drawing stares from every soldier in the room.

"Evening lineup for Lord Fade's personal chambers." Saikhi didn't look up from a fresh page in her ledger. "Goblin Queen at eighth bell. Yianna at ninth. Gria at tenth. Painsley at eleventh."

Garth cleared his throat. "Also got a special event tonight, my lord. Been planning it for a couple of weeks." He produced a rolled parchment and held it up. "The Forest Hunt."

Fade raised an eyebrow.

"Customers pay a premium. They get weapons and torches. Then your huntress—" Garth gestured at Talitha, "—leads them through the northern woods to track down and capture designated targets. Prisoner women, volunteers from the stable, whatever you want in there. Catch them, keep them for the night."

Talitha stood perfectly still beside the throne. Her hatchets hung at her hips. The chain from her collar rested in Fade's loose grip. She was being advertised. Sold as a feature.

This is good service, the thought told her. The chieftain commands, and the huntress provides.

"I like it," Fade said. "Do it."

Fade raised the cup that was poured for him when he had entered the room. "To indulgence! Let's get the party started, shall we? Hurry up and fuck."

The words rippled outward through the throne room. Courtiers who had been standing at stiff attention loosened. Guards set aside weapons. The mirrored floor began to fill with bodies.

Alisa and Zigarete knelt side by side at the base of the throne. Officers formed a queue. Alisa took the first man with a bright smile and an open mouth, pulling him forward by his belt, her collar chain jingling. Zigarete took hers without expression, hands clasped behind her back, working with the disciplined focus of a soldier.

"Come on, put your back into it," Alisa mumbled around a mouthful, nudging Zigarete with her elbow.

Zigarete's silver eyes cut sideways. She didn't respond.

Fade snapped his fingers. "Talitha."

She turned.

"First Company. Alistar's old unit. They've performed well this quarter." He unclipped her chain from his hand. "Reward them."

First Company. She knew them. A dozen men in mismatched Sentinel armour, clustered near the eastern pillar, cups in hand, trying not to stare. She'd fought beside them many times. She'd shared fires with them in the Southlands. Most of them had attended her wedding.

Talitha walked to the centre of the room. The harness straps fell away when she unclasped the buckle at her sternum. The leather dropped to the mirrored floor. She stood naked before them, hatchet holsters, and a collar, the only things remaining.

"The chieftain commands." Her voice was steady. Loud enough for the room. "Third Company has earned the huntress's favour."

She knelt.

The Sentinels stared. One man set down his cup. Another looked away. A third rubbed his face with both hands, and Talitha saw something fracture behind his eyes, some last scrap of the oath they'd all once sworn.

Then the first man stepped forward. He unbuckled his belt with hands that didn't quite hold steady. The others followed. One by one, then all at once.

Talitha took the first in her mouth. Hands found her shoulders, her waist, her hips. She was pulled, positioned, filled. The men moved around her, passing her between them with none of the roughness Fade's court usually demanded. Almost gentle. Almost apologetic.

"Long may we fuck," one of them muttered as he pushed into her from behind. It started as a whisper. Others picked it up. The old rallying cry, gutted and repurposed, each repetition stripping another layer of meaning from the words until they were just sounds.

"Long may we fuck."

"Long may we fuck."

Talitha closed her eyes. In the dark behind her lids, she reached for a face. Black hair. Pale skin. A grin that was too wide, too goofy, too kind for a world like this.

She held it for but a moment.

One single, perfect moment where she saw him.

Then the pleasure surged, hot and blinding, and the face dissolved. Fade's smirk replaced it.

Talitha moaned. Her body surrendered into the hands that held her, and she stopped reaching.
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Chapter 1: Ship

Jonathan's back hit the deck so hard his teeth clacked together. Salt spray misted across his face. The wooden planks smelled of tar and fish guts, and he knew both those smells intimately because this was the fourteenth time this morning he'd been staring up at them from this exact angle.

Tellik stood over him. One arm. One mace, wooden, practice weight. Not even breathing hard.

"Again."

Jonathan groaned. He rolled onto his side and grabbed the rail to pull himself upright. His practice spear had skittered halfway across the deck and lodged itself under a coil of rope. Sailors perched in the rigging above watched with quiet amusement.

"You could at least pretend that was difficult," Jonathan said.

Tellik's expression didn't change. The faen stood bare-chested in the grey morning light, his black hair tied back with a leather cord, the bandaged stump of his left arm tucked against his ribs. The deck rolled beneath them as the ship crested a swell. Tellik adjusted his footing without looking down, the way normal people adjusted to breathing.

Jonathan retrieved his spear and squared up. Three weeks of this. Every morning since they'd boarded the Scarlet Maiden in a nowhere fishing cove south of the Red Isles, Tellik had dragged him topside at first light and beaten the shit out of him with a stick. Jonathan's body was a map of bruises layered on bruises, yellow and green beneath fresh purple.

He was also, undeniably, in the best shape of his life. Lean where he'd been soft. Defined where he'd been vague. No magic meant no shortcuts. Every callus on his palms, every ache in his shoulders, every extra second he could hold a guard before his arms buckled was earned the old-fashioned way. With pain.

Tellik tapped the deck twice with his mace. Ready.

Jonathan circled left. The ship pitched. He adjusted, keeping his weight centred the way Zigarete had drilled into him months ago on the tower roof, knees bent, feet never crossing. Tellik had built on that foundation with brutality. He didn't believe in encouragement.

Thrust low. Reset. Feint high. Jonathan strung three moves together, the spear whistling, his feet shuffling on the wet planks. He caught Tellik's mace on the shaft, deflected it wide, stepped in, and drove the butt of the spear toward Tellik's sternum.

Contact. Tellik grunted, shuffled back half a step.

Jonathan grinned.

Tellik's mace came around in a blur, cracking against Jonathan's left knee. His leg folded. The follow-up caught him across the forearm, numbing his grip. The spear clattered. Tellik swept his remaining foot, and Jonathan was back on the deck, staring at the grey sky.

"You got overconfident."

"I got a hit."

"You got one hit. Then you stopped fighting and started celebrating." Tellik rested his mace across his shoulder. "A dead man with a hit is still a dead man. You telegraph every attack with your shoulders. You commit before you've read the counter. And you still drop your guard the second something goes right. You are still use to your magic bailing you out before consequences arrive."

Jonathan propped himself up on his elbows. "You know, Zigarete used to say similar stuff, but, and I can't believe I am saying this, she was nicer about it."

"Zigarete nearly killed me, and I still have more respect for her than for your technique." Tellik extended his hand. His only hand.

Jonathan grabbed it and hauled himself up. Skin to skin. Palm against palm.

Nothing.

He reached for it anyway. Instinct. He was still conditioned to his touch being dangerous. He searched for the hum. The warmth in his core. The low pulse of his Arousal Control that had lived with him since the day Isekguy Studios dumped him into this world.

Silence. Dead air. Nada. A null stone sat lodged somewhere in his gut, eating every trace of magic his body tried to produce. Three months since Marra pinned him down and forced it down his throat. Three months of powerlessness.

Now, the most sexual sorcerer in Adearath couldn't give a woman goosebumps.

Tellik released his grip. His dark eyes lingered on Jonathan's face. He'd seen the look before. Every morning.

"You're still checking."

"Force of habit."

"Break the habit." Tellik picked up Jonathan's practice spear and tossed it back. "Accept what you are now, or you'll never become what you need to be. A man who fights with one eye on the weapon he lost is a man who doesn't see the weapon coming for his throat."

Jonathan flexed his empty hand. Opened it. Closed it. The lily tattoo on his chest was grey. A dead brand on pale skin. It used to glow. It used to be hard to hide.

"One more round?" Jonathan asked.

"Three more."

Tellik put him on his back two more times and very nearly a third, but Jonathan managed an ugly parry that sent the mace skipping across the deck and bought him enough time to scramble clear. Tellik nodded once. That single nod was the closest thing to praise Jonathan had earned in three weeks.

They went below.

The Scarlet Maiden was a converted blockade runner, long-hulled and fast, built for running contraband through Imperial patrols that no longer existed. She carried a crew of roughly thirty, hard-bitten sailors who asked no questions because the pay was good and the captain didn't tolerate curiosity. The below-deck layout was cramped. Narrow corridors lined with hammocks, a galley that smelled permanently of sharp vegetables and salted meat, storage holds packed tight with supplies.

Tellik led Jonathan to the navigation cabin. It was barely large enough for the bolted-down table, two stools, and the collection of charts pinned to every available surface. The faen spread a map across the table and weighted the corners with a knife, a cup, and his wooden practice mace.

Jonathan studied the chart. The Burning Sea dominated the centre, a vast expanse of hatched lines and warnings scrawled in at least three different hands. Certain death. Storm season. No passage. Along the far edge, where the cartographer's confidence had clearly abandoned him, a cluster of dots marked an island chain. One island, slightly larger than the rest, had been circled in fresh ink. A single word was written beside it in Tellik's angular script.

Access.

"Volcanic. Barely charted," Tellik said. "Old pirate maps call it the Smoker. Fishing boats avoid it because the currents are bad and the fish taste wrong. Sailors who've gone close report headaches, lost time, and equipment failures."

"Sounds like a nice vacation spot."

"I've been tracking Shaper anomalies for years. Objects appearing where nothing should exist, metal tools with no forge marks, creatures nobody recognises emerging from terrain that changed overnight. Every trail, every pattern, every piece of evidence I could follow, led here." Tellik tapped the circled island. "To this."

Jonathan leaned over the map. "You think this is where the Shapers... work?"

"I think Access is exactly what the name says. A point where whatever controls this world touches it directly."

"And if the world is breaking apart..."

"Then that's where the cracks started. And where there might be a way to understand what's happening." Tellik paused. "Or stop it."

Or get my power back. The thought pushed forward before Jonathan could stop it. Tellik didn't need to hear it. They both knew.

"Last scouts I sent," Tellik continued, "I hired two experienced rangers. Paid them well. Gave them a boat, supplies, and two months' worth of rations. One came back missing three full days of memory. Couldn't tell me where he'd been, what he'd seen, or how he got back to the boat. Just woke up offshore with a nosebleed and a gap in his head."

"And the other one?"

"Couldn't stop screaming. Hasn't stopped since. My healers keep her sedated."

Jonathan let out a long breath. "Cool. So we're sailing into a cursed island that eats brains. Classic Tuesday."

Tellik didn't laugh.

"Two, maybe three more days of sailing." Tellik rolled the chart and secured it. "Train harder."

Tellik left. The cabin door swung shut with the roll of the ship.

Jonathan sat on the stool and stared at the table. The wood was scarred with old knife cuts and ring stains from a hundred cups of rum. Someone had carved a crude drawing of a woman with enormous breasts into the far corner. Jonathan appreciated the artistry.

He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a scrap of cloth. Folded twice, soft from handling, the colour faded from grey to almost white. A piece of Saikhi's steward's sash. He'd found it tangled in his cloak when Tellik dragged him from the mud at the base of the Dread Tower. It must have torn off before the fall.

It was the only physical thing he had left from any of them.

Jonathan pressed his thumb into the fabric. Three months. Three months since Kordak had thrown him off the battlements. Three months since the women he loved had knelt for Fade with blank eyes and wet thighs and mouths that shaped the word Master like it had always been there, just waiting for the right voice to call it forward.

Talitha. Saikhi. Alisa. Zigarete. Painsley. Lily. Myst. Even Eya, even Marra, in some bent and complicated way. The Tower. The village he'd built from nothing. The economy Saikhi had designed. The goblin alliance. Dormik. The farms. The brothel. His spear. His guidebook. His identity.

All of it under Fade's hands now.

Jonathan leaned his elbows on the table. He wondered what Fade was doing to them right now. No Remote Viewing. The null stone killed that along with everything else. All he had was imagination.

And imagination was the worst fucking thing he had.

He pictured Talitha on Fade's lap. Riding him. That athletic body moving with the grace she'd always had, those tribal tattoos flexing across her stomach, her wild brown hair bouncing. Moaning for someone else. Calling someone else chieftain. Begging for it.

His cock twitched.

Stop.

He pictured Saikhi bent over a desk. Those blue eyes glazed. That scholarly mouth counting numbers between gasps while Fade took her from behind, the ledger shaking in her crimson hands. Efficient even while she was being used. Especially while she was being used.

He was getting hard.

Fucking stop.

He pictured Zigarete. Proud, vicious, unkillable Zigarete, the woman who'd nearly gutted Fade single-handed. On her knees. Silver hair spilling forward. Swallowing. And in the image, she looked up, and her silver eyes weren't angry. They were grateful.

Jonathan pressed his forehead against the table. His hand was shaking. The scrap of cloth was crumpled in his fist. He was hard, and disgusted, and hard because he was disgusted, and the whole thing coiled tighter and tighter until he couldn't separate the grief from the arousal from the rage.

The NTR kink hadn't gone away with his power. If anything, helplessness made it worse. When he'd had magic, the fantasies came with an implicit safety net. He could take them back. He could march in and reclaim what was his. The scenarios were hot because they were temporary, because the reversal was always one touch away.

Now there was no reversal. No safety net. Just a man on a boat, getting hard thinking about the people he loved being fucked by the man who'd broken him.

They didn't choose this. He forced the images down. Squeezed the cloth until his fingers numbed. Fade chose it for them. That's the difference.

His hand was still shaking. Anger. Grief. And the faint tremor of withdrawal from a power that used to fill him.

Jonathan tucked the cloth back into his pocket and went topside.

The grey sky hit him first, wide and featureless; it was always overcast over the Burning Sea. Wind snapped through the rigging. Sailors moved in efficient patterns; sailing was muscle memory to them.

Jonathan rounded the mainmast and nearly walked into a chest.

A very specific chest.

"Watch it, Sorcerer."

Captain Caidy stood with her boots planted wide on the rolling deck, a leather-bound navigation log tucked under one arm, a half-eaten apple in the other hand. Late twenties, maybe thirty. Red hair in a braid so thick and wild it looked like it had been wrestled into submission rather than styled, with several strands already escaping. Freckles covered her face, her neck, her collarbones, and disappeared into the loose collar of a linen shirt that strained across breasts she made absolutely zero effort to minimise. Scarred hands. A jaw that could take a punch and had, more than once, if the faint white line along her chin was any indication.

She bit the apple and looked him up and down. The same look she'd given him every day since he'd boarded. She appraised him, and not subtly.

"Tellik beat the piss out of you again."

"I got a hit."

"Did you win?"

"No."

"Then you didn't get cren shit." She tossed the apple core overboard without looking. "You've been on my ship three weeks, and you still hold that spear like you're sweeping a floor."

"I hold it better than I did three weeks ago."

"Low bar, love." She leaned against the rail. The posture pushed her chest forward in a way that might have been accidental but was definitely not. "You mope a lot, you know that? Walk around the ship with that long, distant stare, squeezing that little rag in your pocket."

"I don't mope."

"You mope like your cock died alongside your magic."

Jonathan blinked.

"Oh, don't give me that face. Tellik told me the basics. Big scary sorcerer, lost his powers, lost his women, lost his tower, now he's sad on a boat." She crossed her arms. "I've never had sadder cargo. But at least you're pretty."

"I'm... you think I'm pretty?"

"I think you're a project. Might be fun." She pushed off the rail and stepped closer. She smelled like sea salt and something warm underneath, like sun-baked wood.

"A project for the Pirate Union?"

"Nah. I ran with the Pirate Union for six years. Quit when they took the Red Isles and got all political about it. Union used to be simple. You sailed, you stole, you spent. Now they've got councils and trade agreements, and it's all very boring."

"So you went independent."

"So I went where the pay was. Your one-armed friend pays well. And he needed a captain who's been near Access and come back with her head on straight." She tapped her temple. "Only one of maybe four still breathing who can say that."

"What was it like?"

Something shifted behind her eyes. Not fear. Caution. "Ask me when you've earned it."

She turned to leave. Stopped. Looked back over her shoulder.

"My quarters tonight. I've got rum and patience, and I'm running out of both."

"Is that a request?"

"On my ship, it's an order." She walked off toward the helm, that braid swinging between her shoulder blades.

Jonathan watched her go. His pulse was hammering.

Later that night, Jonathan stood in the narrow corridor outside Caidy's quarters with his hand raised to knock. He'd stood there long enough for a passing sailor to give him a look and mutter something about indecision being bad luck at sea.

This is a betrayal.

Of who? Of women who didn't remember his name? Who called Fade their master? Who'd been rewired so deep they probably moaned his name while they slept?

They didn't choose it.

No. They didn't. And standing in a hallway feeling guilty wasn't going to unchoose it for them. Jonathan was a powerless man on a boat heading toward a nightmare island, and the woman behind this door wanted him for reasons that had nothing to do with magic.

He knocked.

"It's open."

The cabin was cramped. Sea charts covered one wall, held up with rusted nails. Three empty rum bottles lined a shelf. A single candle burned on a bracket, its flame rocking with the ship. Caidy sat on her bunk with her legs pulled up, boots off, hair unbraided for the first time since Jonathan had met her. It fell past her shoulders in loose red waves, and the sight of it did something unexpected to his chest.

She wore a shirt and small clothes. Nothing else.

"Close the door." She held up a bottle. "Drink?"

He sat on the only chair, a stool bolted to the floor. She poured rum into two tin cups and passed one over. It burned going down and settled warm in his stomach, close to where the null stone sat like a dead coal.

"Tell me about them," she said. "Your women."

"That's a long list."

"I've got time, and I've got rum."

So he told her. The short version. Talitha, the huntress who called him chieftain. Saikhi, the scholar who kept his world running. Alisa, the knight who sacrificed everything. Zigarete, enemy turned ally who looked like his ex. Painsley, who loved monsters more than people. Lily, his tutorial fairy who vanished. Myst, his sister, whom he'd failed to protect.

Caidy listened. Drank. Didn't interrupt.

"So you're sailing to a cursed island to find magical powers to win them all back."

"When you say it like that, it sounds insane."

"That's why I like you." She set her cup down. "Sane men don't change anything. Sane men run trade routes and die in bed."

She stood and put herself directly in front of him. She took his hand and pressed it flat against her chest, just above the loose collar of her shirt. Her skin was warm. Freckled. Underneath his palm, her heart beat steady and strong.

Nothing happened. No compulsion flooding through the contact that made her an insatiable slut. Just skin on skin. A warm heartbeat.

Jonathan exhaled. His shoulders dropped. Something he'd been clenching for three months unclenched, just a fraction.

"There it is," she said quietly. "That's the face of a man who's been bracing for something that isn't coming."

"I haven't touched a woman in three months…"

"You're just a man right now." She pulled his hand further down, sliding it under her collar, over the swell of her breast. Soft beyond belief. "Just a man touching a woman. That so bad?"

"No."

"Good answer." She pulled the shirt over her head.

Freckles. Everywhere. Across her shoulders, down her chest, scattered over heavy breasts that hung with the weight of real flesh. A scar curved beneath her left breast. Another crossed her hip. She was built solid, thick in the waist, strong in the thighs, a body that had hauled rope and swung cutlasses and weathered storms.

She pushed him back onto the bunk and climbed over him. Her hands pulled at his shirt, stripped it up over his head, and she paused when she saw the grey tattoo.

"That it?"

"That's it."

She pressed her thumb against the dead lily. Then she ducked her head and kissed it, once, and moved on.

Her mouth found his neck, his jaw, his mouth. She kissed like she captained, forceful and unhesitating, her tongue pushing past his lips while her hand worked at his belt. She got it open, shoved his pants down, and wrapped her fingers around his cock.

"You are pretty," she murmured against his mouth.

She stroked him. Slow at first, tightening her grip, reading his breathing. Jonathan groaned. No magic amplifying the sensation. No Arousal Control, turning every nerve into a conductor. Just a woman's firm hand on his cock, the friction rough, the pace dictated entirely by her.

"Three months," she said. "You poor bastard."

She slid down his body and took him into her mouth. Her tongue pressed against his shaft as she sank down, and Jonathan grabbed the edge of the bunk because the world narrowed to that single point of contact.

No one's eyes rolled back. No one passed out. No magic radiated outward.

Caidy pulled off with a wet pop. "Stop thinking."

"I'm not—"

"You are. I can feel it in your cock. You're in your head." She stroked him, slow, her grip firm. "You're wondering if you can fuck without your magic. Shut up. Let me work."

She took him again. Deeper. Her free hand cupped his balls, rolling them, and her tongue did something along the ridge of his head that made his hips jerk off the bunk. She laughed around him, the vibration buzzing through his shaft.

"There we go."

She built it. No rush. Patient, aggressive patience, her head bobbing, her hand working the base where her mouth couldn't reach. Jonathan's fingers found her hair, that loose red wave, and he gripped it without thinking. She moaned approval and took him deeper.

"Caidy, I'm going to—"

"That's the idea."

She didn't pull off. Her lips tightened, her speed increased, and Jonathan came with a shudder that started in his spine and rolled through him like a wave hitting the hull. He spilled into her mouth, and she swallowed, and swallowed again, and licked him clean.

Nobody fainted. No marks glowed. No sorcerous fluid absorbed into skin or triggered magical transformations. Just a mess, and a grinning woman propping herself up on his thigh.

"Not bad for a depowered god."

"I'm not a god."

"Right now, you're barely a man. But you cum like a man who needed it." She crawled up beside him in the narrow bunk. The ship rocked. Her body pressed warm against his side, one leg thrown over his, her breasts soft against his arm. "What do ya think?"

"You're terrifying."

"Best compliment I've gotten all week."

They lay together. The candle burnt out. The ship creaked and swayed, and Jonathan stared at the low ceiling and felt the knot in his chest loosen a fraction. Not gone. But looser.

Caidy traced a finger over the dead lily mark on his chest. "Does it hurt?"

"No. It just... doesn't do anything. Like a bad tattoo."

"So what if this island is a dead end? If there's nothing there but rocks and bad vibes?"

Water slapped the hull.

"Then I find another way. Or I die trying."

"There's a third option." She propped her chin on his chest. Her green eyes watched him. "Stay on my ship. Sail. Forget it all."

He almost considered it. The thought sat there for a moment, warm and possible, shaped like open water and sunlit decks and freckled skin and no responsibility to anyone. A life where Jonathan Nightmare just stopped being Jonathan Nightmare and became some woman's kept man on a pirate ship.

Then the thought touched the place where Saikhi's sash sat crumpled in his pants pocket on the floor, and it shattered.

"They're still trapped." His voice was rough. "In their own heads. Every day I don't act, it will be harder to get them out again."

"You love them. All of them."

"Yeah."

"You're fucked, you know that?"

"Yeah."

She kissed his chest, right on the dead mark, and tucked her head under his chin. "Get some sleep, Sorcerer. Dawn comes early."

Jonathan stepped out of Caidy's quarters just before first light. The corridor was empty. He climbed the ladder to the main deck and breathed in cold salt air.

Tellik stood at the port rail, his remaining hand gripping the wood, staring east.

The sky was wrong.

Jonathan walked to the rail. Where sunrise should have been spreading warm colour across the horizon, a band of flat grey cut across the edge of the world. It had no texture. No depth. No variation. Just a strip of featureless nothing, hard-edged, sitting between the ocean and the sky like someone had taken a knife and carved out a section of reality.

As he watched, it flickered. For half a second, the grey peeled back and he saw a grid beneath it. Green lines, precise and geometric, intersecting at perfect right angles, stretching in every direction. A wireframe skeleton of a world with no skin on it.

Then it snapped back. Grey flat sky.

"That's new," Tellik said. "It wasn't there yesterday."

Jonathan gripped the rail. "How far out are we?"

"Two days. Maybe three, depending on current."

"And that thing is between us and Access?"

Tellik didn't answer right away. The band of grey flickered again into a green mesh, then back.
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Chapter 2: Current

The galley smelled like boiled grain and old smoke. A single oil lantern swung from a hook above the narrow table, casting everything in a yellow wash that made the food look worse than it tasted. Which was saying something, because the food tasted like wet sand.

Jonathan pushed the grey porridge around his bowl. Across from him, Tellik ate without complaint. One arm made the process awkward. He'd wedged the bowl against a cleat nailed to the table's edge and spooned with his remaining hand, never spilling, never pausing.

Between them sat a chart Tellik had pulled from the navigation cabin. He'd drawn new marks on it since yesterday. A thick charcoal line swept in an arc east of their position, curving north and south, enclosing a rough circle around the island marked Access. The line wasn't clean. It had been redrawn several times, each revision pushing the boundary further out.

"It's growing," Jonathan said.

"It was a band yesterday morning. Thin. Now it's much wider." Tellik didn't look up from his porridge. "The crew is calling it the corruption."

Jonathan stared at the charcoal circle. The corruption. Not a bad name for a section of reality eating itself.

"Back at the Dread Tower, before Fade took it, we saw similar stuff. Walls flickering. People looping dialogue and doing the same action over and over. Lily disappeared trying to investigate." Jonathan paused. "She called them glitches."

"I've been tracking these events for some time now. The locals call them Shaper storms. Elders in the northern villages say the gods are angry. Merchants just reroute and charge more for the detour." Tellik set down his spoon. "It's been growing in size, and frequency. The Silent Plains vanished entirely. A section of land the size of Rainfell, replaced by nothing."

"How many people?"

"Tens of thousands."

Jonathan's stomach clenched around the null stone sitting heavy in his gut. "It's server instability. That's what Lily called it. The Shapers, they're... patching things. Updating. Rewriting code. But they're doing it badly, or they don't care about what breaks when they push changes."

Tellik leaned back on his stool. The lantern swung, and his face moved between shadow and light. "These Shapers. They are from your world."

It wasn't a question.

Jonathan looked at him. "Yeah. They are."

"Tell me."

Jonathan put his spoon down. This was the conversation they'd been circling since Tellik saved him.

"Isekguy Studios. That's what they call themselves on Earth. Game designers. They make... virtual realities. Fake worlds for people to play in. Except somewhere along the line, they figured out how to make a real one." He rubbed his face. "Or they found one. Lily wasn't sure which. She thought Adearath might have existed before Isekguy discovered it, and they just... plugged in. Started editing."

"The way a mason might discover a cave and begin carving it to his liking."

"Yeah. Exactly like that. Except the cave has people living in it, and the mason doesn't give a shit about them."

Tellik absorbed this without expression. "I suspected."

"You suspected they were from Earth?"

"I suspected the Shapers originated from the same place as the sorcerers. All of you carry the same confusion when you arrive. The same ignorance of Adearath's rules, the same bizarre speech, the same childishness." He turned his cup slowly on the table. "Strangers appear in our world with strange powers and no understanding of the consequences. Meanwhile, the fabric of our reality frays. The connection was not difficult to draw."

"So when you rescued me..."

"I rescued a man from the Shapers' world who had lost everything. A man who might be motivated to act against the very people who sent him here." Tellik's dark eyes locked on Jonathan. "Was I wrong?"

"No." Jonathan shook his head. "You weren't wrong."

"Good." Tellik pulled the chart closer and tapped the island. "Access. If I'm right about what it is, a point where the Shapers touch our world directly, then it's also a point where our world can touch back."

"You want to talk to them."

"I want to tell them what they are doing." Tellik's voice was flat, controlled, but underneath it, Jonathan heard something he'd never heard from the faen before. Desperation, buried so deep it almost passed for calm. "They treat Adearath as a game. A testing ground. They add species and erase landscapes and hand out powers to outsiders like party gifts, and when the system strains under the weight of their carelessness, they try to fix it. But they do so poorly. And people die. Real people. People with families, with histories, with names the Shapers never bothered to learn."

Their porridge congealed in their bowls.

"Every village that disappeared into the corruption. Every person who has looped into madness. Every fisherman who sailed too close to a Shaper anomaly and never came home." Tellik pressed his thumb into the charcoal circle hard enough to smudge it. "That's not a game. That's genocide. Committed by people who don't know they're committing it, because they don't believe their victims are real."

Jonathan sat very still.

He'd been thinking about getting his magic back. That was it. That was the sum total of his grand strategic vision. Sail to the island, find the source, somehow reverse the null stone, somehow restore his Arousal Control, somehow charge back to the Dread Tower and free his women from Fade. A personal rescue mission.

Tellik was trying to save the world. All of it.

Every person in Adearath who'd never heard of Isekguy Studios and never would. Every fisherman and farmer and child who lived under a sky that could flicker into a green grid at any moment and erase them without warning or apology.

Jonathan felt very, very small.

"You're quiet," Tellik said.

"I'm processing the fact that I've been a selfish bastard."

Tellik raised an eyebrow. The first time Jonathan had seen anything close to surprise on his face.

"Your honesty is your only redeeming quality. Don't waste it."

"I mean it. I've been sitting in this boat for three weeks thinking about how to get my dick powers back so I can go rescue the women who used to sit on it. And you've been… this whole time you've been trying to figure out how to stop an extinction event."

"Both goals require the same destination."

"Sure. But the scale isn't the same, and you know it."

Tellik studied him for a long moment. "When I found you were lying in mud, willing yourself to die. You'd lost everything. Your tower, your army, your women, your abilities, your identity. I didn't pull you from that grain pile because I needed a hero. I pulled you out because I needed someone who understood the Shapers. Who they are, how they think, what language they speak."

Jonathan let that sit.

"And if saving Adearath happens to also give you a chance to reclaim your people," Tellik continued, "then your motivation aligns with mine. I don't need you to be noble. I need you to be useful."

"That might be the nicest thing you've ever said to me."

"It will also be the last, if you don't wipe that dumb grin off your face. Finish your food. We train in ten minutes."

The hatch banged open.

Caidy dropped down the ladder without using the rungs, boots hitting the galley floor with a thud that rattled the bowls. Her braid was half undone, loose red strands stuck to her neck with sea spray. She braced one hand on the low ceiling and looked between them.

"We've got a problem."

"The corruption," Tellik said.

"Growing faster now." She grabbed Jonathan's untouched cup and drained whatever was in it. "When I charted our approach last night, the boundary was roughly twelve leagues out from us. Bosun just took a sighting from the crow's nest. It's at nine. Meaning the cren shit is expanding toward us at a league every few hours."

"Can we go around it?"

"That's what we're doing. I've been skirting the edge since dawn, keeping visual contact without crossing into it. But the edge isn't straight. It bulges. Sometimes it surges forward without warning, then pulls back. I've got a mate up top with a bell to warn us if it jumps." She set the cup down. "I can get us to the Smoker by tomorrow afternoon if the current holds and the corruption doesn't pinch shut around us. But if it keeps spreading at this rate, we'll have maybe six hours on the island before the zone closes off our exit."

"Six hours," Jonathan repeated.

"Maybe less. And that's assuming the corruption behaves in a way that makes sense, which so far it does not."

Tellik stood. "What do you need from us?"

"Stay out of my crew's way. No training on deck today, the sailors need every inch. And be ready to move fast when we make landfall." She pointed at Jonathan. "You. Topside. I want to show you something."

She was gone up the ladder before he could respond.

Tellik folded the chart. "Go."

Jonathan climbed the ladder into grey daylight and wind that tasted like wet rock. The Scarlet Maiden pitched hard to starboard as a cross-swell hit, and he grabbed a stay line to keep his footing. Sailors moved fast across the deck, adjusting sails, lashing cargo, calling to each other and bracing for the worst.

Caidy stood at the bow. She gripped the bowsprit rail with both scarred hands, her shirt plastered to her body by sea spray, and stared forward.

Jonathan joined her.

Ahead, the sea continued for perhaps two more miles. Grey-green water, choppy, streaked with white foam. Normal ocean. And then it stopped. Not gradually. Not like a horizon fading into mist. It just ended. A wall of flat grey rose from the waterline like a curtain pulled across the stage, stretching left and right as far as Jonathan could see. Where it met the water, the waves didn't crash against it. They just... ceased. The leading edge of each swell reached the grey and disappeared without spray, without sound, without anything.

As he watched, a section near the waterline flickered. Green grid. Perfect lines. Then grey again.

"First time I sailed near the Smoker," Caidy said, not looking at him, "the weirdness was local. Compass spinning, crew getting headaches, water turning a colour I don't have a word for. But you could see the island. You could smell the sulphur. It was there." She pushed hair from her face. "Now I can't even see it. That corruption is between us and landfall."

"We have to go through it?"

"Around. Hopefully, we can find a section of safe sea wide enough to punch through. If we can, we should come out the other side near the Smoker's southern shore." She glanced at him. "If."

"Big if."

"Biggest if of my career. And I once ran a blockade through the Strait of Knives during a hurricane, so that's saying something."

They stood together at the rail. The wind pulled at their clothes. The grey wall loomed, featureless and absolute, eating the eastern sky.

"Are you scared?" she asked.

Jonathan looked at the wall. At the ocean vanishing into nothing. At the green grid flickering like a dying screen beneath the skin of reality.

"Absofuckinglutely."

Caidy nodded. "Good. Scared people pay attention. It's the brave ones who get killed."

"That's reassuring."

"Wasn't meant to be." She bumped his shoulder with hers. Solid contact. Warm even through wet fabric. "We'll find a way through."

Jonathan almost smiled.

They stood at the bow and watched the edge of the world grow closer.

Later that night, Jonathan lay in his hammock in the crew quarters, staring at the planks above him. Around him, twenty-odd sailors slept in their own hammocks, strung in tight rows, the sounds of snoring and shifting bodies filling the cramped space. The ship rolled steadily.

He couldn't sleep. His mind kept circling the corruption. The way the waves just stopped at its edge. Like someone was just deleting reality.

And behind that, Tellik's voice. That's genocide committed by people who don't believe their victims are real.

A hand closed around the edge of his hammock.

Caidy swung herself in beside him. The hammock dipped and swayed. She pressed against his side, her body warm through thin sleeping clothes, her loose hair falling across his shoulder.

"Budge over," she whispered.

"This hammock is designed for one person."

"Then we'd better get close."

She found his mouth in the dark. Kissed him slow, tasting like rum and sea salt. Her hand slid down his chest, over his stomach, and wrapped around his cock through the fabric of his pants. He was already half-hard just from her weight in the hammock.

"Shh." Her lips brushed his ear. "Don't want to wake the crew."

She stroked him through the cloth until he throbbed, then worked his waistband down just enough to free him. Her fingers were firm, and the friction of her grip made him suck air between his teeth.

The hammock swung gently. The sailors continued snoring.

Caidy shifted on top of him, straddling his hips in the narrow canvas cradle. The hammock protested with a creak, and she froze, both of them listening. A sailor nearby muttered something about rope and rolled over. She waited five seconds, then continued.

She wasn't wearing anything under her sleeping shirt. He felt her heat before he felt anything else, and then she guided him in with one hand and dropped her weight. Slow. Inch by inch. Wet and tight and searingly warm, her body opening around him.

Jonathan's grasped at her hips. She was thick here, solid, the muscles in her thighs flexing as she settled all the way down and held herself still. Just sat there with him buried inside her, her breath coming in short, controlled pulls, her forehead pressed against his.

She started rocking. Tiny motions, just her hips rolling forward and back, grinding him deep without lifting. The hammock barely swayed. The friction was agonising, slow and relentless, her inner walls gripping his shaft with each forward tilt. She bit her lower lip to keep quiet, and a soft grunt escaped her nose.

Jonathan gripped her waist tighter. He thrust upward, just once, and the hammock groaned, ropes creaking against the hooks. She slapped his chest with her palm.

"I said quiet."

"Sorry—"

"Shut up and let me ride you."

She rolled her hips again, finding a groove that didn't rock the hammock. The slow grind built and built. Jonathan felt her getting wetter, the slick sounds barely audible beneath the ambient creaks of the ship and the breathing of sleeping men. She braced both hands on his chest and increased her tempo, still keeping the movements tight and controlled, her ass clenching with each backward pull.

A sailor in the next hammock coughed. Caidy froze. She was clenched around Jonathan, thighs locked, holding him deep. The sailor turned over. Settled. Started snoring.

She exhaled and resumed. Faster now, the urgency winning out over the caution. Her shirt had ridden up, and Jonathan's hands moved to her breasts, heavy and soft, spilling over his fingers. Caidy made a sound, a tiny, strangled whimper.

"Harder," she breathed.

He squeezed. She arched and the hammock swayed wider, ropes singing. She didn't stop this time. Her hips moved in faster circles, taking him deep, and Jonathan felt the pressure building, that familiar tightening.

"Caidy, I'm close—"

"Inside me." She grabbed his jaw with one hand and made him look at her in the dark. Her green eyes locked with his. "I want you to fill me up."

He came. Hard. His hips bucked up and the hammock swung wildly, ropes groaning, and Caidy's hand clamped over his mouth to muffle the sound that tore out of his throat. She ground down on him through it, milking every last pulse, and then she pressed her face against his neck and came herself, her whole body shaking, a muffled curse vibrating against his skin.

The hammock slowly steadied its swing.

Breathing.

The sailor in the next hammock cleared his throat.

"Captain." His voice was gravelly, not asleep at all. "Requesting permission to be impressed."

Jonathan felt Caidy's entire body tense. Then she laughed, once, quiet and low.

"Permission denied, Hawkin. Go back to sleep."

"Hard to sleep when the hammock next to mine is a sex swing, Captain."

Another voice, two rows down. "I've been awake since she climbed in. These hammocks ain't exactly soundproof, ma'am."

A third. "Honestly, I was just glad it wasn't another storm."

Caidy lifted her head. Jonathan couldn't see her expression clearly, but he could hear the grin in her voice. "How many of you are awake?"

A low chorus of shuffling. Someone lit a lantern. In the spreading glow, Jonathan counted... eight. Nine. At least ten sailors, propped up on elbows or sitting upright in their hammocks. One man in the far corner hadn't moved, genuinely asleep, dead to the world. The rest looked at Caidy and Jonathan with amusement that ranged from broad grins to respectful nods.

Jonathan was still inside Caidy. She was still straddling him. His pants were around his thighs.

"Well," she said. "Show's over, lads. Everyone back to—"

"Actually." Jonathan's voice came out rougher than intended. His cock hadn't softened. The situation, the audience, the exposure of it, hit a wire in his brain that had nothing to do with his magic and everything to do with the specific, fucked-up architecture of his desire.

Caidy looked down at him. Felt him twitch inside her.

"Oh." Her eyebrows climbed. "Oh, you like this."

"Shut up."

"You're getting harder." She rolled her hips, one slow, deliberate circle, and Jonathan grabbed the edges of the hammock. "You absolute pervert."

"Well—"

She rolled her hips again. He groaned. She laughed.

"Right." She sat up fully, pulled her shirt over her head, and tossed it. Her breasts swung free. The sailors' collective attention snapped to her like compass needles finding north. "Right, fine. You want to put on a show, Sorcerer? Let's put on a show."

She fucked him. Not quietly this time. Not carefully. She braced her hands on his chest and rode him with full commitment. The hammock swung wide and wild. The ropes screamed. Her breasts bounced and her thighs slapped against his hips and she moaned, loud, theatrical, absolutely performing.

The sailors watched. Some openly. Some trying to be discreet about it. One man adjusted himself in his hammock without subtlety.

Jonathan came again. Shorter, sharper, ripped out of him by the sheer brazenness of it. Caidy followed him over the edge thirty seconds later, a sound punching out of her that was half growl, half laugh.

She collapsed on his chest. Breathing hard. Sticky with sweat.

"Now," she said, lifting her head, speaking to the room, "does anyone want a turn with the captain, or are you all just going to stare?"

She was looking at Jonathan when she said it.

His cock pulsed inside her. She felt it. Her grin widened.

"Tellik mentioned," she whispered, low enough that only he could hear, "some interesting things about your tastes. Do you really watching women you like get fucked by other men?"

The air in his lungs felt very thin. "...Yes."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

She kissed him once. Quick and fierce. Then she pulled off him, climbed out of the hammock, and stood naked in the crew quarters of her own ship.

"Alright, you degenerate." She said it to Jonathan, but she addressed it to the room. She pointed at the nearest sailor, a stocky man named Pellin. "You first. Lose the pants."

Pellin looked at Jonathan. Jonathan's expression must have communicated something, because the sailor grinned and unlaced his breeches.

Caidy walked over to Pellin's hammock, pushed him flat, and straddled him.

Jonathan watched.

She took Pellin with the same confidence she'd shown with Jonathan, sinking down, grinding, her back to the room, that red hair swaying between her shoulder blades. Pellin's thick hands gripped her ass and she batted them to her chest instead. She rode him slow for thirty seconds, finding what worked, then fast. The hammock swung. Pellin lasted maybe three minutes before he grunted and bucked, and Caidy patted his cheek and climbed off.

"Next."

She worked through four sailors. Each one she fucked differently: the second on his side in the hammock, her leg hooked over his hip. The third she pulled out of the hammock entirely, bent over a barrel, and told him to make it count. The fourth she rode facing Jonathan, her green eyes locked on his, watching him watch her, while the sailor beneath her held her bouncing tits and lost his mind. After that, it was a frenzy of crewmembers' cocks inside of their captain's holes. Caidy handled herself, and their cocks, well.

Jonathan ached. His hand on himself, stroking slow, watching the woman he'd just been inside take cock after cock in the low amber light of the crew deck while the rest of the sailors either participated or watched in stunned silence.

When she finished with the men, her hair a disaster but she looked extremely satisfied. She walked back to Jonathan's hammock, climbed in, and pressed her body against his.

"Enjoy yourself?"

"You're insane."

"That's not a no."

"That's not a no," he confirmed.

She laughed and rested her hand on his length, idly stroking it as she closed her eyes. The sailors settled back into their hammocks, some buzzing, some already passing out.

Caidy's breath slowed against his chest. Jonathan held her, one arm wrapped around her freckled shoulders, her heartbeat steady against his ribs.

"Whatever happens on that island," she whispered. "You come back to my ship."

"That's the plan."

She fell asleep. Jonathan stayed awake a while longer, staring at the planks above him and listening to her breath.
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Chapter 3: Court

The throne room was full. Fade liked it full. He liked the press of bodies, the murmur of courtiers jockeying for position, the constant submission before him. He sat on the obsidian throne with one leg crossed over the other, his robe open to the waist, the sorcerer's mark on his chest pulsing a lazy purple. Talitha knelt at his right, collar chain pooled on the dais. Alisa knelt at his left, polishing a short sword across her armoured thighs. Zigarete stood behind the throne with her Drakken, the beast's tail curled around three of the dais steps, its red scales ticking as it breathed.

Saikhi occupied a writing desk beside the throne's base. She'd requested it be placed there. Fade had granted it because productivity pleased him. Her crimson fingers moved across ledger pages without pause, a quill in one hand, an abacus in the other, blue eyes scanning columns of figures while courtiers brought her reports in an unbroken stream.

Kordak stood at the hall's eastern wall with forty Sentinel soldiers arranged behind him, he was now their leader, as well as the leader of the royal guard. He'd traded his prisoner's rags for black plate armour, hammered and shaped by his own metal-bending sorcery. He looked like an unpainted statue. His arms were crossed. He watched the room for any potential danger.

The doors opened.

Two guards dragged a woman between them. She fought. She drove her elbow into the left guard's throat, stomped on the right guard's instep, and for one second she was free, both guards stumbling, her body coiling to run.

A third guard stepped in from behind and cracked a wooden baton across the back of her knees. She went down. They grabbed her arms and hauled her forward.

Fade watched with mild interest.

The woman was athletic. Shoulder-length black hair, tangled and dirty, falling across a soft face. She wore a torn green dress over black undergarments. Around her neck, a leather collar sat tight against her skin, and in the collar's centre, embedded in an iron setting, a nullification stone pulsed with dead grey light. Her sorcerer's mark, visible above the low waist of the dress, was dim. Suppressed.

They threw her at the base of the dais. She caught herself on her hands and looked up.

"Marra." Fade smiled.

The succubus stepped forward from the cluster of courtiers at the throne's right, her tail swaying behind her. She stopped beside the kneeling woman and rested one hand on her head.

"Myst," Marra said. "Jonn's sister."

The name rippled through the throne room. Courtiers exchanged glances. Guards shifted. Even Kordak uncrossed his arms.

Fade leaned forward on the throne. "Say that again."

"Jonn's sister. The one with the cum power." Marra circled Myst slowly, her tail trailing along the woman's shoulders. "We caught her south of Dormik. She'd been organising. Farmers, mostly. A few ex-Sentinels who slipped through the reformation. She'd been stockpiling supplies in a root cellar beneath a grain merchant's shop. Weapons. Rations. Maps of our patrol routes."

"A resistance." Fade's voice was amused.

"A sad one. Fourteen people and a broken crossbow." Marra stopped in front of Myst and crouched to her level. "But she's resourceful. She nearly punched through fifty soldiers before the null collar could be placed on her."

Myst lunged.

Even kneeling, even collared, even surrounded by guards in a throne room full of enemies, she lunged at Marra with both hands reaching for the succubus's throat. Her fingers got within an inch before Marra pushed her back down.

"See?" Marra straightened.

Fade descended the stairs. He stopped in front of Myst and looked down at her.

She glared up at him. Dark eyes, bloodshot, furious, her jaw clenched so tight the muscles jumped. She didn't really look like her brother. But they had the same stubbornness. Fade smirked.

"Myst." He tasted the name. Jonn's little sister. The one who absorbs semen for power." He crouched beside her. "How wonderfully obscene."

"Fuck you."

"Eventually." He reached for her face.

She jerked back. The collar's chain pulled taut against the guard's grip, and she had nowhere to go. Fade's fingers touched her face, and he pushed his will through the contact.

Master Control.

The magic drove through skin and bone and into the meat of the brain, rewriting the architecture of loyalty. Fade felt the resistance. Myst was strong. Stronger than most. The null stone had her sorcery suppressed, but her mind had been sharp. She had defences.

Fade tore through them.

Myst's body went rigid. Her eyes widened. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, and then the tension drained out of her all at once, like someone had pulled a plug. Her shoulders dropped. Her jaw unclenched. Her hands, which had been balled into fists, opened and lay flat on the stone floor.

"There we go," Fade murmured.

Myst blinked. She looked up at him. Her eyes were different now. Still dark, still bloodshot, but the fury had been replaced by something else. A glazed warmth that spread across her face like sunrise over water.

"Master," she said. The word came out confused, like she was tasting it for the first time.

Fade stood. He took her chin and tilted her face up. "Stand."

She stood. Her torn green dress hung off one shoulder, the fabric split along the thigh where it had caught during the struggle. The null collar sat heavy around her neck. Without her power, she was just a woman. Athletic, attractive, trembling slightly with the overwhelming need to serve the man in front of her.

"Take off the dress."

Her hands moved before her expression caught up. She pulled the green fabric over her head and dropped it on the mirrored floor. Black underwear. Toned stomach. The sorcerer's mark above her waistband sat grey and dormant under the null stone's suppression. Her breasts were modest, her body lean.

Fade ran his thumb along her collarbone. "Your brother built something impressive here. The village. The economy. The alliances. I kept most of it. Did you know that?"

"Yes, Master."

"He couldn't hold it. That's the difference between us." Fade's hand slid down her chest, between her breasts, over her stomach, fingers tracing the dead sorcerer's mark. "He built. I took. It's an honest arrangement."

He pulled her onto the dais, sat back on the throne, and positioned her on his lap, facing the court. Myst settled against him without resistance, her back to his chest, her thighs spread across his. He pushed the black underwear aside and entered her from behind, one hand on her hip, the other resting on the armrest.

The court continued around them.

"She's tight," Fade said conversationally to no one in particular. He thrust up into Myst, and she gasped, her head falling back against his shoulder, her newly obedient body arching into the sensation. "Very tight. Your Jonn's sister has a good pussy. Someone write that down."

Saikhi's quill paused for one beat. Then it resumed writing. Her expression didn't change.

Fade established a slow pace, lifting Myst's hips and dropping her with each thrust. She was used absently, possessively, with the assumption that she existed for Fade's pleasure. Myst whimpered and clutched the armrests, her toes curling.

Marra stepped onto the dais and leaned against the left armrest. She held a folded parchment.

"Trade report from the southern merchants."

"Read it." Fade didn't slow down.

"Three caravans arrived from Dormik this week. Grain, salted meat, copper ingots. Revenue on target." She unfolded the parchment. "But they're also reporting Brute Legion scouts testing the borders near the trade road. Not attacking. Just present. Standing on hilltops. Watching."

Fade grunted. Whether from the report or from Myst's cunt gripping his shaft, he didn't clarify. "How many scouts?"

"Pairs. Two to four brutes per sighting. Different locations each time." Marra's tail twitched. "The merchants are spooked. Two of the smaller traders have already rerouted through the western pass, which adds four days to the journey and cuts into margins."

"Aurra." Fade said the name like it bored him. He pulled Myst down hard and she cried out, her body shaking. "A breeding cow with delusions of empire. She took Cliffside, congratulations; she conquered a port full of slavers and scared merchants. She'll exhaust herself making babies and never march north."

Marra folded the parchment. Her expression was neutral. "She took Cliffside in three days."

"I heard you."

"She has Sala's research. The accelerated breeding. And she's producing soldiers faster than any force in Adearath's history." Marra's tail stopped its lazy sway. "Her scouts aren't testing borders because they're curious. They're mapping response times."

Fade's eyes narrowed. He stared at Marra, his hips still moving, Myst bouncing on his cock with soft, broken moans that filled the gap in conversation. The court had gone quiet. Everyone who'd been watching the show was now watching something else. The tension between the throne and the succubus leaning on its armrest.

Fade didn't like being contradicted.

"Come here," he said.

Marra raised an eyebrow.

"Now."

She stepped around the throne. Fade lifted Myst off his cock and set her aside on the dais steps, where she curled on her side, panting, desire dripping down her inner thigh. Then he grabbed Marra's wrist and pulled her across the armrest.

The succubus bent over the obsidian edge, her purple hips elevated, her tail flicking upward reflexively. Fade stood, pushed aside the sheer wrap she wore, and entered her from behind in one stroke.

Marra gasped.

Fade grabbed her tail at the base and used it like a handle, pulling her back into each thrust. She was Fade's fuck toy.

"Aurra is a problem I'll address when she becomes a problem." His voice was steady despite the pace. He wasn't breathing hard. "Right now, she's a distraction. A southern distraction, eating southern resources, and bothering southern merchants. The Dread Tower has never depended on Cliffside."

Marra's reply came between impacts, her voice breaking on every other word. "Agreed, my lord... I only thought... you should be aware..."

"I am aware." He drove deeper. Marra's back arched, her wings twitching. "I am aware of Aurra. I am aware of her brutes. I am aware of Sala's research. I am aware that you spent months cozying up to lizardfolk and faen before crawling back to me, and that your strategic instincts during that period produced exactly zero successful outcomes."

Marra clenched her teeth. She didn't respond. She couldn't, because Fade chose that moment to slam into her hard enough to rock the throne.

Marra came. Her tail wrapped around Fade's waist, drawing him in. Whether it was performance or genuine, was impossible to tell with a succubus. Her body responded to sex the way a sword responded to being drawn.

Fade pulled out and looked down at both women. Myst, curled on the steps. Marra, draped over the armrest. His cock glistened.

The court doors opened again.

A messenger. Young, dusty, out of breath. He wore the brown tunic of a border runner and carried a sealed leather tube. He dropped to one knee twenty feet from the dais, eyes locked on the floor, clearly having been warned about what eye contact with the Dread Sorcerer could cost.

"Report for the Lord's Hand," he managed between breaths. "From the eastern scouts. Urgent."

Saikhi stood from her desk and crossed to the messenger. She took the leather tube, cracked the seal, and unrolled the parchment inside. Her blue eyes scanned the contents. Her quill hand, which had been steady all morning through budgets, breeding reports, and the sound of her lord fucking two women, went still.

"My lord."

Fade wiped himself on Marra's face and sat back on the throne. "Speak."

"A section of forest east of the tower has been destroyed. The Eastern Patrol discovered it at dawn. A large swath of old-growth woodland, flattened. The report says..." She scanned the parchment again, and a small crease appeared between her brows. "The report says the trees are simply gone. Replaced by smooth grey ground. The ground itself is flat and featureless. Scouts who stepped onto the grey surface reported numbness in their feet and disorientation." She looked up, and some of them simply disappeared. "This is the third such event in two months. Each occurrence has been closer to the tower than the last."

The throne room was very quiet.

Fade looked at the messenger. Then at Saikhi.

"Cordon off the area. Nobody approaches it without my authority. Redirect patrols." He waved a hand. "Anything else?"

Saikhi held the parchment. The crease between her brows deepened. "My lord, the rate of expansion—"

"Saikhi."

She closed her mouth. Rolled the parchment. Returned to her desk.

Fade looked down at Myst, still curled on the dais steps. Then at Marra, still draped over the armrest. He took Myst by the hair and pulled her up onto her knees, pushing his cock into her mouth. She took him willingly, her newly enslaved mind eager. He held her head and fucked her throat while addressing the court.

"Anyone else? Reports? Complaints? Suggestions for improvement?"

No one spoke.

He swapped. Pulled Myst off, pushed Marra to her knees beside her, and alternated between their mouths. One stroke in the succubus, one in the sister. Marra's tongue worked him well. Myst gagged and drooled and looked up at him with grateful, glassy eyes.

Neither held his attention for long.

"Boring." Fade pushed both women back. He tucked himself into his robe and snapped his fingers at the guards. "Take them to the barracks. Officers' quarters. Tell them they can keep them until morning."

The guards stepped forward. Myst stood obediently, her torn green dress still on the floor, walking in her black underwear between two armoured men without a backward glance. Marra rose with more dignity, adjusting her wrap, her tail curling behind her. She glanced once at Saikhi's desk, at the rolled parchment sitting beside the ledger, and then she was gone.

Fade settled deeper into his throne. He drummed his fingers on the armrest. The court resumed its murmur. Courtiers returned to their conversations. Guards returned to their positions. The machine of the Dread Kingdom kept turning.

"You." Fade pointed at a woman standing near the back wall. She wore scout's leathers, light armour, her dark hair pulled back in a practical knot. One of the Dormik border runners who'd arrived with the morning caravan. She was young. Barely of age. Fit from months of hard riding between the tower and the farming village.

She stepped forward. "My lord?"

"Come here."

She climbed the dais steps. Fade pulled her onto his lap, pushed aside her leathers, and slid into her without ceremony. The scout gasped. Her hands found his shoulders. Her eyes went wide.

Fade looked past her and thought about the grey ground where forests used to be. Then he stopped thinking about it, grabbed the scout's hips, and fucked her until she screamed.
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Chapter 4: Echo

Jonathan stood at the bow of the ship with his hands clutching the rail. Grey walled them in on both sides. No texture, no movement, no depth, just grey. A flat curtain of absence rising off the water, close enough on the port side that he could have thrown a rope and hit it. The starboard side sat maybe thirty feet further out. A corridor of nothing, and the Scarlet Maiden threading down the middle of it like a thread through the eye of a needle.

The sailors were silent; the only sounds were the creak of rope and the slap of the hull. The water itself couldn't make up its mind. Patches of sea went flat and textureless, grey-green turning to matte nothing for a heartbeat, then snapping back into waves like the ocean had remembered what it was after forgetting for a moment. A swell rolled toward the hull, forgot to exist two feet short, then resumed three feet past it.

"Cren shit," Caidy said at the helm. Her hands moved on the wheel in small, constant corrections, reading the water ahead. "Patch, dead ahead, twenty feet. Holding... holding... there. See how it snapped back? It's got a pattern. The sea forgets, then remembers. We got to ride the remembering."

"You can predict it?" Jonathan asked.

"Nah. I can feel it." Her braid hung loose down her back, soaked with water. "You know why the other crews lost their minds, and I made it back? Those other captains fought the water. You can't fight this. You just got to sail through it."

A bulge of grey swelled in from the port side. The corridor narrowed to fifteen feet.

"Easy," Caidy said to herself. She turned the wheel just a fraction. "Easy, easy..."

The hull slid past the bulge with a noise that sounded like a finger dragged along glass. Jonathan's skin crawled from his wrists to his shoulders. Then the wall pulled back and the corridor opened again, and ahead of them, through the grey, he saw—

"Land!" Caidy shouted. "Southern shore, just like I promised. Someone owes me a drink."

"We get through this, I'll owe you the whole damn bar," Jonathan said.

"Damn right."

They couldn't take the Maiden closer. Half a mile out from the black beach, the hull scraped against something under the surface that groaned like metal rather than rock, and Caidy ordered the sails furled and the anchor dropped.

"She ain't going any further," Caidy said. "I'll stay with her. It seems safe here, but that could change at any moment." She caught Jonathan by the front of his shirt and pulled him up into a kiss. It was hard, their teeth almost clanking. She broke it and held his face an inch from hers. "Come back to my ship."

"That's my plan."

"Your plans are shit. Come back anyway." She shoved him toward the ladder where Tellik already sat in the rowboat, impatient.

Jonathan climbed down and took the oars.

The water between the ship and the shore behaved, mostly. Jonathan rowed. Tellik sat in the bow with a leather scroll case across his knees, and his eyes on the island.

Suddenly, Tellik went rigid.

Jonathan felt the shift in the boat's weight. He turned to see Tellik sat bolt upright, spine locked, his remaining hand clamped, splintering the edge of the boat.

"Tellik?"

Blood ran from the faen's nose. One dark line, dripping off his chin onto his tunic. His eyes were open and darting left to right.

"Tellik. Hey!"

"The world..." Tellik's voice came out thick, distant. "The world is writing itself. Everywhere. The water, the rock, the air. Writing and rewriting, too fast to read." His head snapped sideways as if following a line of text across the horizon. "It's made of words. Everything is made of words. Who is holding the pen?"

"Okay. We're going back."

"I can almost read it. If I could just..."

Tellik folded. He went down with a thump, and Jonathan shipped the oars and caught his collar before he rolled into the water. The faen breathed, shallow and fast, blood smearing his face, eyes rolled back white.

Jonathan grabbed the oars and rowed back. Sailors from the Scarlet Maiden threw a rope. Jonathan looped it around Tellik's chest, the faen's eye opened.

"Jonn." His hand found Jonathan's wrist. He pressed the leather scroll case into Jonathan's palm and closed Jonathan's fingers around it with a grip like a vice. "This letter. Deliver it."

"I've got it."

"Tell them what they're doing." Tellik's eye focused on him, bloodshot, blazing. "Tell them our names."

Then his hand went slack, and the sailors pulled him up onto the ship.

Jonathan stood in the rowboat with the scroll case in his fist. Caidy leaned over the rail above him.

"That was quick. Is he alive?"

"Breathing."

"Then you still have a job to do. Go on, Sorcerer boy."

Jonathan sat back down and rowed for the shore alone.

Halfway there, the world went mute.

His oars bit the water and made no sound. He felt the resistance, felt the stroke, watched the blades churn white foam. But no sound came out. He stopped rowing and listened. Nothing. Not the ship behind him, not the surf, not even his own voice.

He looked back. The Scarlet Maiden sat at anchor where he'd left her. Except she looked wrong. Like a two-dimensional drawing, hanging in the grey. He rubbed his eyes, but the ship stayed the same. Still flat.

Guess we are about to get into some Twilight Zone bullshit. Jonathan had never done drugs in his life, unless you count viagra, but this is how he imagined a bad trip would feel.

He kept rowing until the bow grated onto volcanic sand. The scrape of the hull on the beach was the loudest thing he'd ever heard.

Jonathan stepped out into ankle-deep water, dragged the boat up past the surf line, and stood on the shore of Access.

On his chest, the dead lily mark flickered.

Just once. A faint purple pulse under the grey skin of the tattoo, there and gone, like an ember. Jonathan tore his collar open and stared at it. He waited, watched, hoping his powers had returned. But they were dead as they had been for the past three months. His hand lingered on the mark. He pressed against it.

He buttoned himself up and returned his gaze to the shore.

The light was wrong. It took him a moment to work out how, and then it landed: his shadow fell toward the sun. The pale disc hung low in front of him, and his shadow stretched up the beach ahead, long and sharp, pointing inland like an arrow. Every rock, every drift of black sand, cast its shadow sunward.

The ocean sounded like it was underwater. A muffled, pressurised slosh, as if the surf existed on the other side of a wall of glass. And underneath it, his own heartbeat was absurdly loud. Thumping in his ears with a clarity nothing else in the world had.

"That's not creepy at all," he said. His voice sounded wrong too. Too clear. Studio quality.

He walked inland.

The volcanic rock under his boots had bricks fused into it. He stopped and crouched. Black basalt, rippled like frozen liquid, and embedded in it, melted halfway in like coins pressed into wax, were bricks he recognised. Dark, mortarless, precisely cut. Dread Tower stone. He'd watched goblins cut thousands of them. He ran his hand over one, and the surface was warm.

He kept moving. Puddles dotted the rock shelf, and every one of them was the exact blue of Saikhi's eyes. Exactly the shade. That luminous, glowing blue he'd stared into countless times.

Then he noticed the trees.

They grew in a grove where the rock gave way to grey soil, a dozen of them, and each one was shaped like a kneeling woman. Trunks curved like arched backs. Branches swept down like arms folded in laps. Bark textured like skin over hip and thigh, heads bowed, hair suggested in cascades of dark moss. They were sexy. They looked like a grove of beautiful woman on their knees.

Jonathan approached one despite every instinct screaming at him. He put his palm against the bark.

Body tempreture. Soft and smooth like skin, with a faint give beneath the surface. He yanked his hand back so fast he nearly fell over.

"Best not stick my dick in that," he announced to the grove, and walked faster.

A cave mouth announced itself from half a mile away. It looked familiar. Arched stone half-melted into a face of black basalt. It was the Dread Tower's front gate. At least, it looked like it. Beyond the entrance, there was torchlight flickering against familiar hewn stone.

Jonathan stood at the threshold, mouth agape. He squinted his eyes and shook his head.

"Home sweet home," he said, and went in.

The corridor smelled like cooking spices. Three weeks of ship's rations, boiled grain and salted meat and wet sand porridge, and the first good smell in a month hit him like a drug. Roasting meat. Fragrant spices. His stomach cramped with hunger he hadn't felt a second ago.

The corridor opened into a banquet hall that went on as far as he could see. A table stretched down its length and kept stretching, the far end lost to a haze. Candles. Platters. Guests lined both sides, dozens of them, shapes in fine clothes with faces that didn't resolve.

And Yianna moved down the table, serving.

Maid's uniform. Black dress, white apron, braided hair. She carried a platter and leaned over a guest to set down a plate, and the guest's hand came up and squeezed her breast through the fabric; she pushed her chest into the touch. She set down another plate. Another hand slid up her thigh under the apron. She smiled, wiggled her ass, and moved on. Behind her, the plates she'd served duplicated themselves on the table, one becoming two becoming four, platters refilling the moment they were eaten by the guests.

"Yianna."

Her head snapped around. All at once, no turn of the neck, just a face that was suddenly pointed at him.

"Would you like seconds, my lord?"

Six voices. Her voice layered over itself six times, half a beat out of sync, all of them smiling. Her face stayed fixed on him, that gentle, warm smile he knew, and even when she turned back to the table to serve the next guest, the smile didn't change, applied like paint.

Jonathan reached for her shoulder. His fingers met her and passed through with a staticky ripple, a wash of distorted light where his hand should have touched cloth. Yianna didn't notice. She set down a plate. A guest groped her. She let out a soft moan.

He pulled his hand back and watched the ripple settle.

"Okay," he said quietly. "Can't touch anything. Good to know. Fucked up. But good to know."

He left her serving her infinite table and moved deeper into the cave.

The corridor shifted into a blue alcove, and there sat the Goblin Queen.

A throne of golden chains, draped and piled, and her blue body on it, naked, legs spread. Goblins moved around her and over her, identical goblins, the same green face copied over and over, taking turns between her thighs with mechanical repetition. One mounted her, thrust a dozen times, climbed off, and the next identical goblin stepped in. She took them with her hips rolling, professional, tireless.

She saw Jonathan. Her eyes locked onto him. Her head followed him as he stepped towards her. The goblin currently plunging between her legs clipped halfway through the goblin waiting its turn, two green bodies passing through each other like shadows.

Her mouth moved. It sounded inside of Jonathan's head.

My tribe. Is my tribe safe?

Jonathan's throat closed. He'd promised her. He promised her tribe's safety; he promised them a future. And then he'd lost the tower, and now her people dug Fade's mines under Fade's rule, and he didn't know. He didn't know if the Queen was alive. He didn't know if the children were safe. He didn't know anything.

He tried to say it. Tried to say I don't know. But he couldn't.

She held his eyes a moment longer. Then the next goblin mounted her and her head tipped back over the throne's edge, and she gasped as his cock filled her. Jonathan moved on.

Further down was a study.

Books lined the walls, every spine blank. A chalkboard covered one wall, floor to ceiling, and it was full of writing that wasn't writing. Characters, symbols, brackets and slashes nested inside each other in dense columns. Jonathan recognised it as computer code, but he couldn't make out what it said.

Gobby sat at a desk in the centre of the room, purple skin, white messy hair, a book open in front of her with blank pages. She wrote in it, small hand moving steadily, producing nothing on paper.

"The data is corrupted, Father." Her voice, clear and bookish and young. "The data is corrupted."

"Gobby..."

"The data is corrupted." She said it again, same inflection, "Tell Mother to reorganise the library."

"What?"

"Tell Mother to reorganise the library." She held his gaze. "The data is corrupted."

"I will," he said. "I'll tell her."

Gobby turned, slid off her chair, and knelt in front of a figure standing beside the desk that Jonathan would have sworn hadn't been there a moment ago. A black shape, man-shaped, all edges blurred, like a person painted in smoke. She opened her mouth and took its featureless length between her lips and began to suck, hollow-cheeked, unhurried, while her blank book lay open on the desk behind her.

"The… mhhh… data is corrupted." She slurped on the figure's cock.

Jonathan left the study with his stomach in knots.

The corridor beyond bent left, then right, narrowing. Dark stone. A pane of obsidian set into the wall, polished to a mirror, and as he passed it he glanced at his reflection.

And for a moment, Fade's face looked back at him. Wicked eyes smiling at him. Then his own face again.

Jonathan stopped. Stared at the obsidian. He was about to look deeper into the reflection.

"Nope," he said. "Not doing that."

He kept walking.

The corridor widened into a canvas room. Torchlight. The smell of oiled leather and lamp smoke. Jonathan stopped walking.

He knew this tent.

Cliffside customs. The inspection tent at the city gate. The first place Saikhi had spread her legs for him. He'd jerked off to this memory more times than he could count. Saikhi getting fucked to keep her master safe. It had been degrading. It had been noble. It had been the single hottest thing that had ever happened to him before Adearath got properly started.

His cock stirred. Already. Before he'd even seen what the island had rendered inside.

He stepped past the flap.

Brutes dressed in Cliffside guard armour flanked walls. Huge and muscled. And at the head of the table stood a third figure in a captain's coat. It had Garth's face. Garth's balding head, Garth's gut, Garth's sleazy half-grin, all of it perched on top of a brute's massive body. Eight feet of tusked muscle.

"I am sure we can overlook it," Garth-brute said. His voice was a wet rumble, wrong in every way, Garth's cadence forced through a monster's throat. "You know how this goes."

Saikhi was already bent over the table.

Her crimson hands were braced flat on the wood, her blue dress pushed up to her waist. The Garth-brute stood behind her and buried his cock into her, deep down to the base of it. She pushed back into him, taking the full thick length of it, and her mouth hung open.

"Oh," she moaned. "Oh, that's... so nice. Their cocks are so nice."

"Saikhi." Jonathan's voice came out strangled.

"The brutes are so much bigger than the guards were." She sounded giddy, scholarly even now, delivering her observations between gasps. "So much thicker. I need to take more notes on these cocks. Brute cocks are so good."

The brute drove into her and the table shuddered. Saikhi's breasts pressed under the bodice of her bunched dress, and she arched into every thrust, eager and hungry.

"My master couldn't keep me safe," she sighed. "But these lovely brutes can. As long as I give them what they want."

Jonathan's cock was hard. Fully, achingly hard. His hand twitched at his side, and he hated himself, and he couldn't look away.

The tent flap opened behind him.

Myst walked in. Green dress, high slit, black underwear underneath, her sorcerer's mark glowing bright purple above her waist. She walked in willingly. She walked in smiling. She hiked her dress up as she crossed the tent and climbed onto the table beside Saikhi, settling onto her back with her legs open, pulling her underwear aside with two fingers.

"Room for one more?"

A brute peeled away from the wall and mounted her. Myst took him without a sound of protest, just a long, satisfied groan as he filled her. Her pressed up next to Saikhi's, sister and sister-in-arms side-by-side on the customs table, both of them getting fucked by brutes.

"I always wanted to be a whore," Myst told the ceiling, rocking with the brute's rhythm. "And my brother gave me the perfect reason to be one."

"His cum made me strong," Saikhi agreed, breathless. "His cum made it normal. His cum made it necessary."

They looked at each other and giggled. Then they kissed, sloppy and deep, while two brutes railed them.

Jonathan stepped forward. He already knew touching was useless. Yianna had taught him that. His hand would pass through Myst's shoulder in a wash of static, and nothing would change.

So he spoke.

"Hey." His voice cracked. He steadied it. "Hey. It's me. It's Jonathan."

Nothing changed. The table kept creaking. The brutes kept thrusting. Saikhi and Myst kept moaning, and their moans rose, and the fucking got better for them somehow, wetter, louder, their bodies answering the brutes with more enthusiasm than before.

"Jonn wanted this," Myst gasped.

"Jonn wanted this," Saikhi echoed, eyes rolling.

"Jonn wanted this. Jonn wanted this. Jonn wanted this."

They chanted it in time with the impacts, a duet, their voices climbing together, and the Garth-brute laughed his wet rumbling laugh, and Jonathan backed out of the tent.

The flap sealed behind him. The canvas knit itself closed, edges flowing together, and within two seconds there was no flap at all, just smooth cave wall.

Jonathan stood in the corridor. He pressed his forehead to the cold stone and breathed. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. His cock strained against his pants, hard enough to hurt, and his hands were shaking.

"Fuck you," he whispered to the island. "Fuck you."

He kept walking.

The next chamber was a cave. Dry and dark. A firepit in the centre with a low bed of coals. He knew this cave too. The Drakken's lair in the mountains, the one Zigarete had described to him once, the place where she'd healed.

Zigarete lay by the fire. Naked. Her long silver hair spilled across a bedroll, her lean body curved on its side, and the Drakken curled around her. The huge red beast had its head beside hers, and it was licking her. Long slow strokes of its tongue along her neck, her shoulder, and Zigarete's eyes were closed, her face soft in a way Jonathan had never seen it.

The Drakken's tongue travelled down her neck to her breast. It laved the nipple, and Zigarete sighed, and her hand came up to rest on the beast's snout, holding it there. Her thighs shifted apart. The Drakken moved over her, massive and careful, and positioned its hips between her legs, and she reached down and guided it in.

The huge ridged cock pushed into her slowly. Zigarete's mouth opened. She took it, all of it, her body accomidating a size that was almost as big as she was, and the Drakken began to thrust, deep and steady, and her breasts jiggled with each drive.

Then her eyes opened.

They found Jonathan in the dark. Sharp and present, she looked straight at him, and her face held a message so clear it was as if she said it out loud.

Watch me.

She moaned, loud, deliberate, never breaking eye contact. She wrapped her legs around the Drakken's haunches and pulled it deeper.

Watch me get bred.

"This is your fault," she mouthed.

Jonathan couldn't move.

Then the shadows beside the fire shifted, and Painsley crawled out.

Naked. Orange hair wild. Freckled, tanned, grinning that wicked little grin he knew better than anyone's. She crawled to the Drakken's flank, stroked its scales, and looked up at Zigarete with pure delight.

"Mind if I get in on this, Ziggy?"

She slid under the beast's belly, wrapped her hand around the junction where its cock disappeared into Zigarete, and the Drakken rumbled. Painsley grinned wider.

"Sexual Monster Control activated," she said, cheerful as ever. "Target: Drakken_01."

Jonathan's stomach dropped.

"ERROR. MASTER CONTROL OVERRIDE IN EFFECT. BOND REJECTED." Painsley's hand pumped along the Drakken's shaft, spreading Zigarete's wetness down the ridges, and her grin never wavered. "Sexual Monster Control activated. Target: Drakken_01. ERROR. MASTER CONTROL OVERRIDE IN EFFECT. BOND REJECTED. Sexual Monster Control activated. Target: Drakken_01. ERROR—"

"Painsley."

"—MASTER CONTROL OVERRIDE IN EFFECT. BOND REJECTED." She pushed herself up onto her knees, presented her ass to the fire, and looked back over her shoulder, still grinning, still looping. "Sexual Monster Control activated. Target: Drakken_01."

The Drakken's scales flickered.

Purple bled through the red. The beast's body shuddered mid-thrust, bones popping, shape flowing. The snout shortened. The limbs rearranged. The thing on top of Zigarete reformed into a man, pale, white-haired, still buried to the hilt inside her, still thrusting without missing a single stroke.

Fade.

The thing that had saved her, becoming the thing that owned her.

Painsley didn't notice. She crawled away toward the dark edges of the cave where other shapes moved, beasts, dozens of them, eyes reflecting the firelight, and she threw herself at them one after another, taming, fucking, looping, her voice chiming the same error message into the dark over and over, cheerful, endless.

Fade fucked Zigarete. His pace quickened. And Zigarete stared at Jonathan over Fade's shoulder, pinned beneath her lover turned owner, and her lips shaped one word.

Fight.

Jonathan answered.

"I will. I swear I will."

The cave shuddered. Dust sifted from the ceiling. Fade grunted and drove deep and came, pumping into Zigarete's pussy, and as he did, Zigarete's face changed. The silver hair darkened to black. The sharp features softened a fraction. She turned into Margery. His ex. The girl from Earth. The face he'd fucked up over a phone game in a stockroom, a lifetime ago.

She looked at him with Margery's eyes, full of Fade's cum, and the cave went dark.

Total black. Then light.

Sunlight. Warm, clean, ordinary sunlight, and Jonathan stood in a meadow of wildflowers. White fabric billowed on posts, a wedding canopy, silk ribbons strung between poles, the whole scene rendered in soft perfect colour. No grey. No flicker. No corruption anywhere. Just beauty. The island had made something beautiful, and for one breath, relief washed through him.

Then he saw the crowd.

Hundreds of men stood in the meadow. Every one of them was him.

Jonathan in Earth clothes, the ratty game shop polo. Jonathan in plate armour. Jonathan in his lord's cloak from the tower. Jonathan broken and bleeding, covered in grain dust, ribs taped wrong. Jonathan old, Jonathan exhausted, Jonathan mid-laugh, Jonathan mid-sob. A queue of Jonathans stretching across the meadow toward the canopy, and every single face wore the same expression. Hungry. Guilty. Aroused. Ashamed.

Talitha walked the crowd.

Naked, as heldra wedding custom demanded, her tattoos bright in the sun, her bearing regal. She moved down the queue of Jonathans with ritual dignity, and each one reached for her as she passed, and she let them touch. Hands on her hips, her breasts, her ass, and she accepted every grope with serene grace, a bride offering herself one last time before the vows.

Alisa knelt beside the platform at the queue's head. Collared and smiling, anachronistic in her bridal-party eagerness, guiding each Jonathan forward, helping him up the steps, positioning him.

"Isn't this wonderful?" she chirped to the meadow at large. "Isn't this what we always wanted?"

Jonathan's cock was iron. His mouth was dry. There was an invitation. Because there, in the queue, was an empty space. A gap between two Jonathans, sized exactly for one more man.

His place.

He could step in. He wanted to step in. His left foot moved, sliding forward through the wildflowers. He could stand in that gap and wait his turn and watch Talitha take every version of himself, and then take her, and it would never end. Eternity in a render of his own kink.

He was half a step from staying.

Then he saw the first man in the queue.

His face. His exact face, but framed by Fade's black robes, white hair spilling over the collar. The Fade-Jonathan stood at the head of the line, and Talitha's ritual dignity dropped off her like a cut rope. Her whole body reoriented toward him, spine softening, eyes going warm and worshipful.

"Master," she breathed.

Jonathan's foot stopped moving.

The Fade-thing took Talitha by the waist and bent her forward over the platform's edge. Alisa rose from her knees and held Talitha's hips from behind, spreading her, kissing her neck, whispering against her ear.

"See? This is better."

"Help me," Talitha said. Quietly. Her hand crept toward her hip, toward the hatchets that weren't there, her fingers clawing at empty air. Her body fought her. Her face fought her. "Help me, I can't—"

Alisa guided the Fade-thing's cock forward, and Talitha's resistance crumbled, and her tongue slid out and licked the shaft as it pushed past her lips toward Talitha's waiting body, and then it entered, and both women moaned, and Talitha whispered "master" again, and again, and the word lost its shape.

Jonathan stepped back from the queue.

His arousal broke. It went out of him all at once, the way a fever breaks, sweating and sudden.

The wildflowers caught fire first. Little blooms of orange flame running through the white petals, then the silk, then the canopy, the whole wedding going up in a wall of smoke. The island was angry he'd declined. The queue of Jonathans burned without screaming, each one folding into grey ash.

Jonathan walked through the smoke without looking back.

"I will not let you break me," he said. To the island. To Fade. To himself.

The ground turned smooth under his boots. Polished stone, then crystal. Columns rose on either side, translucent, humming faintly, and above him the ceiling was a wireframe grid, green lines receding into forever. The air raised every hair on his arms, dense with static, and each step he took sounded too loud, too clear.

On his chest, the lily mark flickered once more.

He stopped. He took out the leather scroll case and checked the seal. Intact. Tellik's letter.

Tell them our names.

He put it back. Then he took out the scrap of Saikhi's sash, grey-white and soft, and held it for one second against his palm.

Remember what you are fighting for.

He put it away and continued to walk

The columns ended at a wall of light. A threshold. Beyond it, something waited, something dense and bright. Jonathan stepped through.

Behind him, the labyrinth sealed. Stone knitted shut with a sound like teeth closing, and every echo of every looping chamber cut off mid-moan, mid-chant, mid-error message.

Total silence filled the air.

Jonathan stood in the core and took inventory. Aroused. Grieving. Furious. Hard in his pants and clear in his head, both things true at once. The island had shown him exactly who he was, every pathetic and perverse and stubborn inch of him.

Then...

"Jonathan."

His real name.
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Chapter 5: Boom

Three mouths worked Fade's cock, as Marra watched.

She sat beside him on the great bed in his chambers, one of his hands buried in her hair, the other palming her breast. He lay back against a pile of black furs, completely relaxed while his three prizes lay against his legs and fought over his length.

"Mine," Talitha said, dragging her tongue up the underside of his shaft. "Master's cock is mine."

"His cock is everyone's," Saikhi corrected, and licked the other side, her crimson lips leaving a wet streak. "That's what makes it perfect."

Myst didn't argue with them. She opened her mouth and sank down on the tip, taking him until her nose pressed against his stomach. She came up slow, drooling, gasping.

"Fuck," Myst panted. "Master's cock. I spent so long trying to hide from it, and now I can't think about anything else."

"Because you're a slut," Talitha said cheerfully, and pushed Myst aside to take her own turn. She bobbed fast, slurping filled the chamber, one hand cupped his balls. "A slut who needed a real Chieftain."

Marra moaned under Fade's grip on her breast. He played with her tits, rough and possessive, and the heat of it soaked straight down between her legs. She watched the three women pass his cock between them, mouth to mouth to mouth, their tongues sometimes meeting around the shaft in sloppy, giggling kisses before someone claimed Fade's cock again.

"Ladies." Fade's voice was lazy. "There is enough of me for everyone."

"Yes Master, we'll be good," Saikhi said, and took him deep, her eyes locked on his face while her throat worked.

Fade groaned. His hand tightened on Marra's breast, and she pressed into him.

"Who wants my load?"

"Me," all three said at once.

"Me first," Myst insisted, stroking him with both hands while Saikhi licked at the tip. "I'm the newest. Master's newest whore should get it."

"But I've been sucking him for the longest today," Talitha growled.

"Master could give to us all, on our faces," Saikhi decided for everyone, pulling back and pumping him fast, her other hand joining Myst's. "All our faces. Everyone gets covered. That's fair."

"Yes," Myst moaned. "Yes, paint us, Master."

"Paint your whores," Talitha begged, and all three of them crowded close, tongues out, mouths open, faces tilted up toward the cock jerking in their combined grip.

Fade sat up. His whole body tensed. The first thick rope of cum shot out across Saikhi's face, splattering from her cheek to her open mouth. The second hit Talitha, striping her from brow to chin. Myst caught the third and fourth on her tongue and moaned like she'd been fed something holy, and the rest spilled across all three of them as they pressed together, kissing, licking cum off each other's lips and cheeks.

"Oh," Marra breathed, grinding her thighs together. "Look at my Master's pretty cum-splattered harem."

"You taste so good," Myst whispered, wiping a string of it off Saikhi's cheek and sucking her own fingers.

"Master's cum is the best thing in the world," Talitha agreed, licking Myst's chin.

Marra was about to slide down and add her own mouth to the pile.

Then the explosion hit.

The floor bucked. The bed frame jumped. A roar rolled up through the tower's bones, followed by a chorus of crashes and the distant shriek of alarm bells. A candle stand toppled. Dust sifted from the ceiling.

"What the fuck," Fade said.

He was off the bed in a second, dragging his robe on. Marra grabbed her wrap and followed him to the balcony, the three women scrambling up behind them, naked and cum-streaked and blinking in confusion.

Below, the village burned in patches. Three fires rose from the market district. In the torchlight, Marra saw shapes moving through the streets, huge shapes, and heard the deep horn calls she recognised.

Legion Brutes.

"Brutes…" Fade said out loud, and his voice had dropped into his sinister tone. "In my village. Raiding my city."

"Aurra," Marra said. "I told you this would happen. The scouts were mapping response times."

Fade turned and looked at her. His eyes flared purple, and for one second Marra thought he might hit her.

Instead, he walked to the wall, yanked the cord that summoned his guard, and said, "Kordak. Armory. Now. Full mobilisation."

"Master," Talitha said, still wiping cum off her cheek. "Do you need us to hunt them down—"

"No. Stay here and protect the tower. All of you." Fade belted his robe. "Marra. With me. Someone is going to pay for this in blood."

* * *

The village square was a slaughter in progress.

A dozen brutes in rough Legion armour tore through the market district, kicking in stalls, dragging screaming civilians out of doorways. A Sentinel patrol lay dead in the gutter near the fountain. More brutes poured through a breach in the outer palisade. Something was off about them, these brutes looked different, wrong even.

Marra noticed what it was when they got closer. Brutes were big, but these were bigger, corded with too much muscle, veins standing out dark against grey-green skin. Their eyes were bloodshot and dilated. One of them snapped rabidly at the air, tusks clicking, foam at the corner of its mouth.

"They're tainted," Marra said, as she floated beside Fade. Her whip uncoiled in her hand. "Something's in their blood. Sorcery perhaps?"

"Sala." Fade nodded. "The Prophetess has been busy."

A brute charged them. Fade didn't bother dodging. He stepped forward and slapped his bare hand against the brute's chest.

Master Control took hold. The brute froze mid-stride, then sank to its knees, eyes rolling back, a low moan of devotion escaping its throat.

"Turn around," Fade ordered. "Kill your friends."

The brute rose, drew its cleaver, and buried it in the skull of the nearest Legionary.

"Delightful," Marra smirked.

Fade moved through the square, touching every brute that came within reach. One by one they turned. One by one the raiders started dying by their own weapons. Kordak arrived with the Sentinels, metal spears ripping up out of the cobblestones to impale two brutes at once, and the tide swung.

Marra spotted the command group, led by two familiar faces.

Rike. Halberd in hand, horned helmet off, his scarred face lit by burning stalls. And beside him, calm as always, Sister Sala, in a tight robe that hid nothing of her figure, a staff planted in front of her.

"Fade!" Rike's voice carried over the din. "Dread Sorcerer!"

"Commander Rike." Fade touched another brute, sent it spinning into the fray, and strolled forward. Marra stayed at his shoulder. "Your mother sends children to do her raiding. Couldn't she come herself? Too busy getting bred?"

"My mother sends her regards." Rike didn't move. Neither did Sala. Neither did the six brutes flanking them. "And her thanks."

Fade stopped. "Her thanks?"

"For the demonstration." Sala smiled.

It was a beautiful smile. Serene and warm, but utterly wrong for a burning square full of dead and wounded. Every instinct Marra had came screaming back at once.

"Master," Marra said, "get back—"

Sala spoke a single word: "Ignius."

Every brute Fade had touched exploded.

The nine controlled brutes detonated like bombs of meat and fire, and the blast wave picked Fade up and threw him. Marra's wings snapped open and caught air, and even so the shockwave spun her sideways into a cart. The world went white.

She crawled out of the wreckage with her ears screaming. The square was a crater of gore. Sentinel bodies lay scattered, whole squads down, men clutching burst eardrums and shrapnel wounds. Kordak had thrown up a wall of bent iron around himself, but he was still knocked flat on the ground.

Fade lay ten feet from one of the crater's edges. His robe was shredded. Blood ran from his nose and one ear. He pushed himself up onto one elbow and stared at the breach.

Rike and Sala had remained standing and had already turned to leave.

"We have everything we need," Rike called back. "Looks like your control has a counter, Sorcerer."

"It was perfect," Sala agreed. "Thank you for the show. Do give our love to your subjects. They will be our subjects soon enough."

Then they were gone, into the dark, the surviving brutes falling back around them in good order.

Fade got to his feet. He stood in the middle of the burning square, bleeding, surrounded by his wounded army and the steaming chunks of exploded brutes.

"FUCK!" he screamed at the night. "FUCK!"

* * *

The Legion camp sat two hours south, in a fold of hills outside the patrol routes of the tower's scouts. Rike walked through it with his halberd over his shoulder. The crackle of the fires and grind of the whetstones were drowned out by the chanting from the breeding pens where the night's tribute was underway. Rike was pleased; his mother's plan had worked.

Sala walked beside him, dangerously close.

"You did well," Rike said.

"I know." She smiled up at him. "The detonation trigger worked just as expected. Fade's control power fills the already sorcerously charged brutes with so much energy they were just begging to pop. He will think twice before controlling our forces."

"It costs us brutes."

"All volunteers, no?" Sala raised an eyebrow. They were not. "Don't worry, those sacrifices were not in vain. Now he will know that every one of our brutes he touches turns into a bomb. He'll be afraid to use his power. The fear we struck into him was well worth those brutes' lives."

Rike didn't argue with that. He'd watched Fade's face when the blast hit. The great Dread Sorcerer, flung through the air like a doll. It was satisfying. If only it hadn't come at the cost of his men.

They reached Sala's tent, pitched at the camp's edge away from the pens, because the Sister Prophet liked her privacy. She held the flap aside and looked back at him.

"You owe me," she said. "I believe the agreed price for a successful field test was your cock, Commander."

"Oh, I thought you were joking."

"I have never joked about cock in my life." She let the flap drop behind her. "Come inside, Rike. A job well done deserves a reward, and I intend to collect."

Rike ducked into the tent.

Sala had already pulled her robe over her head. She stood naked in the lamplight, long black hair falling loose over generous curves, that permanent hunger burning in her eyes. She lay back on the camp bed and spread her legs.

"Breed me, Commander. Fuck me hard. I've been dripping since the battle."

Rike set his halberd against the tent pole and stripped. His armour hit the ground in pieces. He climbed over her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him in.

She was soaked. He sank into her in one long thrust.

"Yes," Sala hissed. "That's it. Breed me, Rike."

He fucked her. Deep, steady strokes, his massive hands braced on either side of her, the camp bed groaning under them. Sala moaned and raked her nails down his back and babbled happily about his cock, how thick it was, how deep it went, how nothing in Sidim's breeding pits had ever filled her the way her brute commander did.

Rike's body did its work, but his mind went elsewhere.

He thought about the raid. Their response time was poor, twenty minutes before organised resistance formed. Fade's Sentinels fought well enough but relied on their enslaved officers, and the officers relied on Fade. Cut off the head and the body was defenceless.

"Harder," Sala whined, bucking up into him. "I can feel you thinking. Stop thinking and breed me."

Rike gripped her hips and drove into her harder, giving her what she wanted, and she cried out and clutched at him and came, shuddering, her nails carving lines into his shoulders. He kept going while his mind ran through supply plans. If Aurra pushed north before winter, the tower's food stores would matter. Dormik. Dormik was the throat. Take Dormik, and the Dread Kingdom starved.

Sala came a second time, wailing, and Rike finally let himself go. He buried himself into her willing pussy and pumped her full, pulse after pulse, while she moaned about his seed and pressed her hips up to keep every drop.

He pulled out, breathing hard. Sala lay sprawled and gleaming, one hand idly rubbing his cum into her, eyes closed in bliss.

"Worth every brute we lost," she murmured.

Rike stood, dressed, and retrieved his halberd. His mind had already moved on.

"I need to send word to my mother tonight," he said. "Fade's control is a weapon he can't afford to use against us."

He buckled his belt and looked down at her.

"Even with his powers of control, we can beat him."
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Chapter 6: Admin

"Jonathan."

Lily stood ten feet away in the middle of the crystal floor.

Blue hair down to her waist. Translucent wings folded flat against her back. The same see-through tutorial uniform she'd worn when he first met her. She had her arms crossed and her weight on one hip and she wore the exact expression she'd used every time he'd opened the guidebook.

"Took you long enough."

Jonathan froze. He'd learned the rules of this place. He waited for the loop. Waited for six voices layered on top of one another, or for her to turn around and take the nearest shadow's cock down her throat while reciting an error message.

"Okay," he said. "What's your line?"

"My what?"

"Your line. Yianna asks if I want seconds. Gobby says the data is corrupted. Painsley errors out. What's yours? Let's get it over with."

Lily's eyebrows climbed. "Are you seriously treating me like an NPC right now?"

"You're not real."

"I'm more real than you are, you absolute pervert. I saw what you were doing back there." She jabbed a thumb at the sealed wall behind him. "Hard as a rock walking through a wedding where a hundred versions of yourself line up to fuck Talitha. I just knew you wanted to join the queue."

He opened his mouth but then closed it. "That's fair."

"Of course it's fair. I've had a front-row seat to your porn brain for over a year now."

"Says the woman who fucked forty Aldos in one afternoon."

"That was for the mission."

"Kordak."

"Intelligence gathering."

"Frekk. In the middle of a spy operation. That he was running. On us."

"Okay, that one's on me." She uncrossed her arms and pointed at him. "But at least I participate. You sit in the corner with your dick out and watch. There's a difference."

His mouth pulled sideways before he could stop it. The apparitions hadn't argued back.

Jonathan crossed the floor and reached for her shoulder, braced for static.

She slapped his hand away. Skin on skin, sharp and stinging.

"Don't touch me, idiot. You know what happens."

He stared at his palm. Red where she'd hit it.

"Lily."

"Yes, dumbass."

"It's actually you."

"Ding ding ding. Give the man a prize." She rolled her eyes so hard her whole head moved with them. "What did you think, I'd just evaporate?"

"You left a note and vanished. I thought the grey ate you."

"It tried." Some of the snark drained out of her voice. She looked at the wireframe ceiling. "I went down to the depths of the goblin caves where the world was flickering at its worst. Figured the lower it was, the worse it got. Despite my better judgment, I put my hand on a patch of grey to see if it was solid and it just... pulled. Like being sucked down a drain."

"Jesus."

"Anything else that is engulfed by the grey got erased. Villages. The Silent Plains. All those poor bastards, deleted. But I guess that I'm different. System infrastructure. So instead of being wiped, I got flagged and dumped back at my default spawn point." She spread her arms. "The guide lounge. Which is here. The core of Access. Congratulations, you found the staff break room."

Jonathan looked around. Crystal columns. Green grid overhead. Nothing that looked like a break room. "So where's the coffee machine?"

"Broken. Like everything else."

His body moved before he'd finished thinking, both arms around Lily's shoulders, her wings crushed flat against his forearms, his face buried in her blue hair.

Lily went stiff.

"No no no no, you idiot, you're touching me, you're going to turn me into a drooling cocksleeve again, I swear to God if I end up humping your leg—"

She stopped.

Jonathan felt her hold her breath against his chest. Lily was waiting for the heat, waiting for her thighs to clamp and her brain to go soft.

Nothing happened.

She pulled back and looked at him. Then she grabbed his wrist with both hands and held it, deliberately, skin to skin, and stared at his face.

"Why aren't I horny?"

"Null stone." He pulled his robe open and showed her the dormant Sorcerer mark. "Marra shoved it down my throat in the throne room. It's sitting in my gut for three months now. It's all broken: no Arousal Control, no Gaze, no Remote Viewing."

Lily poked the tattoo and frowned.

"Well, shit." She stood back. "That's actually a problem. As annoying as your power is, you are going to need it. Maybe the admin will be able to help out."

"The what?"

"Come on." She grabbed his harmless hand and dragged him across the crystal floor toward a door he hadn't noticed. It was wooden with a brass handle and a printed sign taped at eye level that read KNOCK FIRST OR I WILL REMOVE YOUR JUMP BUTTON.

"There's someone else here," she said. "Someone who's been here the whole time. The system administrator. Usually there would be a whole team on this but for some reason Isekguy just left one person in charge of the whole operation. Fortunately, he has write privileges. If anyone can pull that stone out of your code, it's him."

"He?"

Lily shoved the door open.

The smell of cold pizza and spilt energy drink hit Jonathan like a wall. Jonathan stepped over the threshold.

He knew this room. Not this exact room, but the species of it.  It was oddly familiar, like his old room back home, but it was somehow worse. Empty two-litre soda bottles clustered on every flat surface, some capped, some not. A mini fridge. Anime figurines lined along the top of the monitors, a magical girl, a mech pilot, a busty elf with her armour half off. A framed poster on the wall showed a purple lily and the words LIVE WITHOUT FEAR: CLOSED BETA. A gaming chair with the armrest padding worn.

A guy sat in that chair.

Chubby. Cargo shorts. A black t-shirt stretched over his stomach with a faded logo of Isekguy Studios. Headset pushed back on greasy brown hair. His fingers moved across a mechanical keyboard, clacking, and lines of code scrolled up the centre monitor faster than Jonathan could read them.

"I said knock, Lily."

"And I said fuck off, Kyle. Look who I found."

Jonathan stood in the doorway of a nerd cave at the heart of the god-island and thought about Tellik. Tellik bleeding from the nose in a rowboat, screaming about the world being made of words. Tellik who'd spent years hunting the Shapers across a continent, who'd lost an arm and a father-in-law and half his sanity, who'd pressed a letter into Jonathan's fist and begged him to tell them our names.

If Tellik could see the Shaper responsible for his world, sitting in a chair that smelled of cheese and sweat, his head would explode.

Kyle swivelled.

He looked at Jonathan for a long moment. Small eyes in a soft face. Then he smiled, wide and delighted.

"No way. Nightmare?"

"Uh. Yeah."

"Holy shit." Kyle pushed himself up, wiped his hand on his shorts, and stuck it out. "Jonn Nightmare. Arousal Control build. Dude, I have watched your entire playthrough. Sit down, sit down, do you want a Mountain Dew? I've got the good ones, the ones they discontinued."

Jonathan shook the hand. Damp. He regretted it.

"I'll stand, thanks."

"Kyle," Lily said. "He's got a problem."

"I'll say. Fade absolutely folded you, man. That throne room fight? I had it up on the big monitor. When Marra came out from behind the throne, I was hollering at the screen like mad."

"He has a null stone in his stomach," Lily said, louder. "Suppressing the whole ability tree. We need it gone."

Kyle dropped back into the chair and pulled the keyboard toward him. "Null stone. Null stone. Okay. Give me a sec." He typed. Windows opened and closed. A profile appeared on the left monitor, Jonathan's face rendered in a character portrait he'd never seen, and below it columns of text. ABILITY: AROUSAL_CONTROL. STATUS: SUPPRESSED. FLAG: NULL_OBJ_INGESTED.

"Yeah, there it is. It's a hard flag. The stone's a physical object with a suppression aura, and the aura's writing a lock to your ability status every tick. I can't just delete the flag, it'll rewrite. I'd have to remove the object and then clear the lock manually." Kyle tapped his chin. "Doable."

"Great," Jonathan said. "Do it."

"It's going to cost you."

"I don't have any money."

"Not you." Kyle turned his chair and looked at Lily.

She stared back at him. Her wings twitched.

"No."

"Oh come on Lily."

"No, Kyle. I told you no at the Christmas party. I told you no in the parking garage. I told you no when you asked me to test the tutorial fairy skin in the sexy config. I have told you no in two separate realities."

"And now I'm the only one in either reality who can fix your boyfriend."

"He's not my—"

"Blowjob," Kyle said. "Just one. Then I fix him."

Jonathan looked between them. "Hang on. You two know each other? From before?"

"He was a junior dev," Lily said through her teeth. "I was QA. He'd come by my desk with a coffee I didn't ask for and would breathe at me."

"I was being nice."

"You were being a mouth breather."

Kyle held up both hands. "Look. I'm not going to make you. That's not my thing. I'm just saying, I've been alone in this room for a really long time, the whole world is crashing, and I'm sick of Pornhub buffering. One blowjob, Lily. Then I pull a chunk of rock out of his gut and give him back his dick magic. It's a fair trade."

Lily looked at Jonathan. He didn't say anything. Everything he'd lost sat behind his eyes, and she could read it from across the room.

"Fuck." She rubbed her face with both hands. "Fuck. Fine. One. And you shut up while I do it."

"Nah, I'm going to talk to Nightmare. I've got questions for him."

"Of course you do."

Kyle shoved the chair back from the desk and spread his knees. He undid his belt, shoved his shorts down, and his cock came out already half hard, thick and pale, resting on a stomach that hadn't seen sunlight in years.

Lily walked over and got down on her knees on the stained carpet. She looked at it. Looked up at Kyle. Looked back at Jonathan.

"If you ever tell anyone about this, I will kick your ass."

"Sure, now get to sucking."

She took him in her hand and stroked him twice, business-like, and then bent and closed her mouth over the head.

Kyle groaned. His whole body sank into the chair.

"Oh my god," he said. "Oh my god, Lily."

Lily worked. Jonathan had seen her suck cock before, more times than he could count; she was good at it. Fast, wet, her fist twisting at the base while her head bobbed, her cheeks hollowing on every pull. Blue hair slid forward and Kyle pushed it back behind her ear so he could see.

"So Nightmare," Kyle said. His voice was tight. "You were one of only two people in the closed beta who picked from the sexual control branch. Did you know that?"

"I... no."

"Forty-seven testers. Fire, ice, summoning; one guy went pure intelligence, boring. You go straight to Arousal Control." He laughed, then hissed as Lily did something with her tongue. "Fuck. Fuck, okay. Though, I thought you'd be dead in a week. When Zigarete had you cornered in that alley, I was already writing the incident report."

Lily pulled off with a wet pop and glared up at him. "You were watching the alley?"

"I watch everything. Keep going."

She spat on his cock and went back down, harder this time, taking him deeper with an angry little grunt that Jonathan felt in his own chest.

"And then you touched her." Kyle's rested his hand on the back of Lily's head as if to emphasise his words. "And the rest is history. You crashed the eastern region when you used it at Tarthis' battle. Biggest orgy in recorded history it must have been. Thousands of affected entities all trying to fuck each other at once. Almost took the whole system down." He tipped his head back. "You're one of my favourites, man. Genuinely. Every time I think the run's over you pull some dumbass move and survive."

Jonathan stood in the doorway and watched his tutorial fairy suck off the man who controlled his world, and he hated that his cock was hard. But he wasn't surprised.

Lily's eyes cut sideways and found Jonathan's crotch. She said something around Kyle's shaft that was almost certainly "unbelievable."

"Lily," Kyle said. "Lily, I'm gonna—"

Lily kept her mouth sealed and pumped him fast and Kyle's hips jerked up off the chair and he came with a strangled sound, his hand pulling at her hair. She swallowed, throat working, then pulled back cum leaking down the side of her mouth. She wiped it off with her hand.

"Done. Fix him."

Kyle lay in the chair breathing hard for a moment. Then he sat up, looked at her, looked at Jonathan, and grinned.

"Actually. I want to see something."

"Kyle!"

"I've watched your ability work a ton of times, Nightmare. Watched her lose her mind on your cock. But I've never seen her do you without the magic." He tugged his shirt off over his head and tossed it. "So here's the new deal. Lily sucks you off. I fuck her from behind. Then I fix your code."

Lily stood up so fast her wings snapped open. "That was not the deal!"

"I am altering the deal." Kyle's voice dropped into a wheeze he clearly thought was menacing. "Pray I don't alter it any further."

"Did you," Lily said slowly, "just Darth Vader me?"

"I'm the admin. I'm allowed to."

"I'm going to kill you. When we get out, you're a dead man."

"Not before I fix him; you're not." Kyle stood, his cock already stirring again, and pointed at the desk. "Bend over that. Nightmare, come here, stand at this end."

Lily turned to Jonathan. Her face was red down to her collarbones. He'd never seen her this angry, not at Aldo, not even at Painsley.

"Say something," she hissed.

"You don't have to."

"I know I don't have to. But then you don't get your powers, and everyone stays a puppet."

"You know what happened at the Tower then?"

"Yeah, Kyle's big ass screen, remember?" She pointed to the big ass screen in the room.  Lily yanked her uniform up over her hips. "So shut up and unzip."

Jonathan walked to the end of the desk. His hands shook on his belt. Lily bent forward, and Kyle stepped up behind her and gripped her hips with both soft hands.

"God," Kyle breathed. "Look at that ass. I've waited for this ass for so long."

"Just put it in, you creep."

He did. Lily's mouth opened, and a sound came out of her that was more pleasure than anger. Kyle groaned and started thrusting immediately, a desperate hammering that shook the desk and knocked a soda bottle off the edge.

Lily grabbed Jonathan's cock, hard, and pulled him toward her face.

"You," she said, and took him into her mouth.

He felt every inch of it as she swallowed him down, wet and hot and tight, her tongue pressing flat along the underside, her hand gripping the base. She was being fucked from behind and every thrust from Kyle drove her forward onto Jonathan's cock, so he barely had to move, just stand there and take it, and she looked up at him the whole time with murder in her eyes.

She pulled off long enough to talk.

"Look at your face." A thrust from Kyle knocked the words out of her; she bit them back. "You love this. You fucking love this. Your fairy bent over a desk getting railed by a sysadmin and you're hard as iron, I don't know who is the bigger pervert here."

She took him back into her mouth before he could object. Deeper this time, gagging a little, pushing through it. Kyle had found a pace behind her and the desk was rocking and Lily's wings shivered with every impact. Her free hand slid down between her own legs. She rubbed herself while she sucked, while she got fucked, and the sounds she made around his shaft stopped being angry.

"She's so tight," Kyle panted. "Nightmare. Nightmare, she's so fucking tight, oh my god—"

"Disgusting," Lily said around Jonathan's cock, garbled, and then her whole body clenched and she moaned, and Jonathan felt the vibration travel up his spine.

She was coming. Fingers working, hips grinding back into Kyle, mouth stuffed with cock. Coming on a nerd's desk in the heart of a dying world, hating every second of it, and hating even more that her body didn't care.

Jonathan's knees wobbled.

"Lily, I'm—"

She didn't let him finish the sentence. She sank down until her lips hit the base and held there while he came, throat working, swallowing pulse after pulse, her eyes locked on his the entire time, furious and wet. She pulled back slowly and licked the last of it off the head.

"Swallowed," she said. "You're welcome. You pervert."

Behind her, Kyle's thrusts turned frantic. He grabbed her hips and pulled her back onto him and buried himself with a grunt that shook the whole chair beside them.

"Inside," he gasped. "I'm coming inside, I'm coming inside, Lily, oh fuck—"

He did. Jonathan watched Kyle's soft body seize, watched him press against Lily and shudder, watched Lily's fingers curl and her eyes squeeze shut as she took it. Kyle stayed buried in her for a long moment, hands resting on her ass.

"Better than I imagined," he said, hoarse. "So much better."

"Get. Out. Of. Me."

He pulled out. Cum ran down the inside of her thigh and dripped onto the carpet. Lily straightened up, pulled her uniform back down, and turned around with an expression that could have shattered the monitors.

"Fix him."

Kyle tugged his shorts up, sat down heavily, and pulled the keyboard toward him. It was sticky. He wiped it with his shirt. Jonathan's profile was still up on the left monitor, the suppression flag still glaring red.

"Okay. Okay." Kyle cracked his knuckles. His fingers went to work, and the tone in his voice shifted, the horny sysadmin gone and someone who knew what he was doing sliding into the chair. "Full restore... Ohho."

Jonathan's chest tightened. "Ohho? What do you mean, ohho?"

Kyle turned the chair around.

"We are going to have to make some changes."
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Chapter 7: Patch

"Changes?" Jonathan stayed in the doorway. "Define changes."

Kyle spun the chair back to the monitors and jabbed a finger at the left screen. Jonathan's profile sat there with its red flag. Below it, a second block of text had appeared, and the text was flashing yellow.

"So the null stone. I can't touch it."

"You said doable. Thirty seconds ago you said it was doable."

"Yeah, that was before I tried." Kyle scrolled. Lines of code went past with red brackets down the margin. "Entity writes are locked. The corruption's got a hold on the object layer, which means anything that physically exists in the world, I can read but I can't edit. The stone's a physical object. So I can't touch it."

Lily leaned over his shoulder, still wiping her thigh with the hem of her uniform. "You rat, fucked me for a fix you can't deliver."

"I fucked you for a fix I thought I could deliver. Different thing." Kyle held up a hand before she could hit him. "Hang on. Hang on. I'm not done. The stone stays, but the stone's job is to suppress Sorcerer abilities like Arousal Control. And look at this."

He clicked. The ability entry expanded. Half the fields were garbage, symbols and question marks, and the word CORRUPTED repeated in a column.

"Your old build is fried, man. Even if I yanked the rock, you'd just as likely make anyone who touched you explode into chunks, then get horny. You might make people horny. You might make them stop existing, pure coin flip."

Jonathan's stomach dropped.

"So it's gone."

"The old one's gone." Kyle spun to face him and, for the first time since Jonathan walked in, looked him in the eye. "But here's the thing. The suppression is keyed to all released Sorcerer abilities. I can't remove the stone. I can't fix Arousal Control. But what I can do, is swap what's in the slot to an unreleased ability that the Null Stone doesn't affect. New ability, not logged by the Null Stone's code. The stone suppresses something that doesn't exist anymore."

"You can do that?"

"Don't worry dude, I got you." Kyle cracked his knuckles again and turned back to the keyboard. "This is a one-time thing, though. Once I give you a new ability, it will lock me out until I can get someone higher up in the food chain to restore my permissions. Lily's pussy was worth it, though."

"Thanks." Lily rolled her eyes.

"You're not going to get anything from the live list, though. All of that would be suppressed immediately. So we're going to the dev branch."

Lily straightened up. "Kyle."

"Relax."

"The dev branch is where they put the stuff that never passed review. Half of it is unfinished. The other half got pulled because it broke the economy or set people on fire."

"And the other other half got pulled because the designer quit before he finished writing the tooltip." Kyle was typing fast now. A folder tree opened on the right monitor. Hundreds of entries. He scrolled past most of them without slowing. "I'm not giving him a random one. I know exactly what fits Nightmare's run."

He stopped scrolling. Double-clicked.

A new window filled the centre screen. The header was black text on a red bar, and the red bar said, in capital letters, DO NOT SHIP.

Beneath that, a name.

CROWN OF HORNS

"That sounds ominous." Jonathan raised his eyebrow.

"It sounds badass."

"It sounds like an ability you'd give a game boss."

"That is literally what happened; well, it was meant to happen." Kyle dragged the window wider so both of them could read it. "Somebody on the design team built this for a cuckold fantasy expansion. Netorare Emperor collab, apparently. Collab fell through, so it never had a balance pass. Never went through legal. The dev who wrote it walked out due to marital issues. Nobody's ever run it in a live world."

"And you want to give it to me?"

"Damn straight. It is completely you, dude. Read the description then tell me I'm wrong."

Jonathan stepped up to the monitor. Lily crowded in beside him, close enough that her wing brushed his arm. The text was laid out in four blocks.

CLAIM. Any person the bearer has ejaculated inside or upon is Claimed. Claims are permanent and do not require consent, awareness, or proximity. This function is retroactive with previous sexual partners.

TITHE. Whenever a Claimed person is brought to orgasm by anyone other than the bearer, a portion of that pleasure converts to essence and can be deposited into the bearer. Deposits are instantaneous and unlimited by range. Essence enhances the bearer's physical attributes: strength, durability, stamina, reflexes, and regeneration.

DEVOTION. Unclaimed essence inside a Claimed increases that person's attachment to the bearer. Attachment stacks. Stacks compete with, and eventually override, external loyalty conditioning.

WARNING (dev note, unsigned): Tithe and Devotion trigger only on third-party orgasm. Bearer's own sexual activity with Claimed targets yields zero essence. Essence pool decays at 10% per day without new deposits. DO NOT FUCKING SHIP THIS.

Kyle drank from a soda bottle and watched them read. When Jonathan got to the end he went back to the top and read the whole thing again. His mouth had gone dry.

"Retroactive," he said.

"Yep. Every person you ever made cum with your dick, or came on, or came in. The system already has a list. It's a long list, my dude. The list gets ported over. They're all Claimed the second I hit enter."

"Talitha." Jonathan's voice came out thin. "Saikhi. Painsley."

"Zigarete. Alisa. Marra. Eya. Yianna. The Goblin Queen." Kyle counted on his fingers, then gave up. "Your sister. Lily, obviously. Half of Tarthis' army, technically, though most of those are dead. Anyone you nutted on or in. They are Claimed."

Lily squinted at the text. "What does the Tithe part mean? Plain English, please."

"Every time one of those women gets fucked by somebody who isn't Jonathan, and cums, or is cummed in or on, Nightmare gets stronger." Kyle shrugged. "Anywhere in the world. He doesn't have to see it. He doesn't have to know. Some guy makes Talitha cum in the Dread Tower, Nightmare on a boat in the Burning Sea, can get a hit of essence. Stamina, strength, healing, all of it is increased. Passively, while the pool holds. Nightmare can check the essence of all his Claimed by closing his eyes and concentrating, and transfer it to himself at will."

"And the affection bit?"

"Same trigger. If Nightmare doesn't withdraw all the essence, the remaining stacks up, makes the Claimed want Jonathan's dick more and overrides other control conditions."

"Like Master Control?" Jonathan confirmed.

"Like Fade's Master Control." Kyle tapped the screen lower where it said See: MASTER_CONTROL interaction. "When the two systems fight. This one wins eventually, if the essence gets high enough."

"So the way I get my women back from Fade," Jonathan contemplated, "is by letting Fade fuck them."

"Fade. Kordak." Kyle grinned. "Everybody but you, man. That's the catch. Read the warning again."

Bearer's own sexual activity with Claimed targets yields zero essence.

"I get nothing from touching them."

"Zero. Nada. You fuck Talitha yourself, you get exactly what you'd get without magic. Probs a happy Talitha, which is nice, but doesn't help you break a mind control spell or bench press a Drakken."

Lily made a sound that was mostly nose. "The designer built a power that gets stronger the more the user gets cucked."

"Yup. That's what I'm saying. It's as if it was tailored for Nightmare's run."

"This is ridiculous."

"That's what the designer said when he quit."

Jonathan wasn't listening to them anymore. He was reading the ability again.

"Ten per cent decay."

"Per day," Kyle said. "Pool's got no cap, but it leaks. You or your Claimed stop getting deposits, you go back to normal. So, you know. Keep your women busy."

"Do it."

Lily turned on him. "Jonathan!"

"What's the alternative? I stand here with a rock in my gut until the island eats us?" He pointed at the screen. "Fade has them. Fade is fucking them, every day, whether I have this or not. Right now every time he does it, he gets what he wants and I get nothing. With this, every time he does it, I get stronger and his girp over them gets weaker. He'd be working for me and not even know it."

"You'd be letting him fuck everyone."

"I don't have a way to stop him. But with this, I have a way to make it cost him." He looked at her. "Tell me that's wrong."

Lily stared at him for a long beat. Then she looked away, at the poster on the wall.

"You're not wrong. You're highly and utterly perverted. But you're not wrong."

"I know."

"Kyle." She didn't look at the admin. "If you fuck this up, I'll shove that keyboard so far up your ass you will be coughing up keys."

"Cool cool cool." Kyle was already typing. "Confirming slot swap. Deprecating AROUSAL_CONTROL. Loading CROWN_OF_HORNS from dev. Applying legacy flag migration; that'll take a sec, there's a lot of names."

The centre monitor filled with a scrolling list. Names went past too fast to read. Jonathan caught Saikhi and Zigarete and Talitha and then a horde of random names like guard_14. It kept going.

"Fuck," Lily muttered. "How many people have you cum on?"

"Lots."

"Migration done." Kyle hit a key. "Writing."

The lily on Jonathan's chest went hot.

He gasped and grabbed at his shirt. Under the fabric, the grey ink went black. Then purple. Then a deep dark red, and the petals of the lily bent and thickened on his skin and grew points until it was no longer a flower at all but a ring of curved horns, six of them, meeting at the base like a crown laid flat across his chest.

The heat was different to his old power; his old power felt like a hum of an engine. This one pulled at him like a lead. He felt it go looking, a dozen directions at once, threads he couldn't see leaving his chest and running out through the wall and the crystal and the grey and the sea, across a distance he couldn't picture, and he felt them land.

Twenty of them. Then fifty. He quickly lost count.

Then one of the threads tightened, hard, and something poured back along it into him. Strength. The ache in his ribs from three weeks of Tellik's mace went quiet. The bruise on his knee stopped hurting. His hands stopped shaking.

He looked down at his palms.

"What was that?"

Kyle was watching a graph on the right monitor climb. "That, my dude, was somebody in Adearath just now making one of your girls cum." He checked a timestamp. "Mid-morning, tower time. Fade holds court in the morning, right? Or it was your sister in the barracks. Either way, congrats. First deposit. You can control the percentage you get passively if you want the girls to hold on to the essence. We'll do that later though."

Jonathan sat down on the arm of the nearby couch.

Lily crouched in front of him and pulled his collar open to look at the mark. The horns pulsed slow and red.

"How does it feel?"

"Like I drank a vat of battery acid." He flexed his fingers. "And like somebody's fucking Saikhi."

"Somebody probably is," Lily admitted.

"Yeah." He breathed out. "Yeah, I know, essence increased in her. I am setting all of them to keep fifty per cent of it and have the rest funnel to me."

"Okay," she said. "This is good, really. Fade can't help himself. He fucks his harem every morning and every night and hands them out like party favours. That's a lot of orgasms."

"A lot of essence deposits."

"Which means every time he hands Talitha to First Company for a reward, he's grinding her attachment to you while thinking he's grinding on him. Eventually she will—"

"—wake up." Jonathan finished.

"I wish we knew how long that would take."

"No idea. It's untested. Just gotta wait." Kyle shrugged.

"Nobody wrote down what happens when it overrides. It might snap clean. It might make her want you and him at the same time and split her head in half."

"Fuck, you're right. But the way I see it, I've been getting hard watching other men do the work for a while now," Jonathan said. "This is new power is just the monetisation."

Lily stared at him. "Micro-transactions… really?"

"Sorry, couldn't help myself."

"Yo." Kyle had turned in the chair. He'd put his shirt back on, inside out. "Before you two write a business plan. There's more."

"More…" Lily said flatly.

"Four upgrades. They're tied to the ability, not to the guidebook, so you should get them without the book. Probably. They're supposed to unlock when your Claimed hit essence milestones. Total deposits from one target reaching a certain amount, that kind of thing. I've got the names and the one-line summaries. The actual mechanics..." Kyle spread his hands. "I don't really know how they work, man. The designer quit. The comments just say fix later."

"What are they?" Jonathan asked.

Kyle pulled the window back up and scrolled down. There was a second section beneath the WARNING, greyed out, four rows.

"One. LEDGER." He tapped it. "This is your old Remote Viewing, more or less. You get to see any Claimed woman who's built up enough essence, when she's active. Not everyone. Just the ones who've deposited enough. So the more she gets fucked by other people, the clearer your window on her gets."

Jonathan closed his eyes. "Of course."

"Two. OVERFLOW." Kyle read it off the screen. "Claimed essence can be vented as a burst of arousal through skin contact with the Claimed. Basically, when you say so, one of your girls becomes a live wire. Anyone who touches her after that gets extremely fucking horny. It's your old Contagious, but you're spending your gains to do it."

"So I can't do it myself anymore. I have to use one of them as the..."

"Vector. Yeah."

Lily made a face. "I just see it now, you'd turn Saikhi into a walking aphrodisiac and let her loose in the barracks."

"Or into Fade's throne room."

"Three." Kyle kept going. "CONSORT. Claimed women at high essence become carriers. Non-sorcerer men who fuck them get a hook. Suggestibility toward you. Not control, though." He looked up. "So a Sentinel pounds Talitha at a Fade Night, and afterwards, when somebody says the name Jonn Nightmare he finds himself being sympathetic. Doesn't know why. Just does."

"That one that scares me," Lily said. "That's an army recruitment tool."

"That runs on Nightmare's harem's pussies." Kyle nodded. "And four. SEEDED." He squinted at the screen. "This one's the least finished. The note just says, any cum deposited in a Claimed woman who has a high enough essence gets their own power multiplier; they'll get stronger too."

"Like me?" Jonathan asked.

"Yeah, but you got to allow it to happen. It drains the essence like the Overflow one does." Kyle turned back to the keyboard and typed something and hit enter and frowned. "And that's me done, by the way."

"Done?"

"Yup, fully locked out." He hit enter a few more times to prove it, and nothing on any of the four monitors changed. "I can see everything. But I can't touch anything. I'm chat now."

"You're what?"

"Twitch chat, man. I'll be sure to send you lots of poggers while you play." He slumped back and reached for a soda. "Honestly, kind of a relief."

Jonathan looked at the mark on his chest again. Red horns. A little more heat came in. He didn't know who, but he could check later. He was a fraction stronger for it, all because some woman he loved had just cum on someone else's cock.

"I want it on record," Lily said, "that I hated your last power. I thought it was the most perverted thing a human being had ever chosen out of a menu."

"Noted."

"But this one is worse. This one is cuck central. It rewards you for standing in the corner with your dick out while other men fuck your women. It's your entire personality."

"I know."

"You're going to enjoy it."

"I know that too."

She threw her hands up and turned to the wall. "God, why couldn't you have chosen to be a fucking firemancer or something?"
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Chapter 8: Captain

"Wait." Jonathan dug into his pocket and came up with the leather scroll case. He held it out to Kyle. "This is for you. For all of you, I guess. From Tellik."

Kyle looked at the case without reaching for it. "Who's Tellik?"

"The one-armed faen. King of Rainfell. Hunted me, then saved my life."

"Oh! The Tracker, got it."

Jonathan cracked the scroll case's seal and pulled out the parchment. Tellik's angular script covered both sides. Jonathan set it on the desk next to a soda bottle. "He wanted you to know what you're doing to them. He wanted me to tell you their names."

Kyle picked up the letter, skimmed the first few lines, and set it back down.

"Yeah, man, I get it. I do." He rubbed his eyes. "But he should've handed me this before I burned my write permission on your new ability. I can't do anything about it now. Nobody upstairs is answering; haven't for a while now. I've been pinging the lead for months."

"So that's it then? You can't fix it?"

"Things break in betas." Kyle shrugged, and it wasn't cruel, just tired. "That's the whole point of a beta. You run it into the ground, and you see what breaks."

"I'm staying," Lily spoke up.

Jonathan looked at her. "What?"

"Here. With him." She jerked her chin at Kyle. "Somebody has to keep digging for a fix. Besides, I don't think I can leave." She spread her wings, then folded them. "I think I am stuck in the infrastructure now. The grey spat me out here because here is my default. If I walk out that door, I'll probably just get respawned right back here, or worse, and I don't want to make that bet right now."

"Lily."

"Don't. You've got a boat to catch and a world to cuck your way through." She smiled at him. It didn't hold. "Go on."

Kyle cleared his throat. "For what it's worth, I've got a theory."

"You've got a theory," Lily said.

"Fade's phylactery. That thing was never supposed to fire. Resurrection isn't a shipped feature. When he came back, the system had to invent a body for him out of nothing, and I think that's where the object layer started leaking. The corruption spiked the same week he crawled out of that hole." Kyle tapped the desk. "You take Fade off the board, Nightmare, and I'd bet the whole thing steadies out."

"So killing Fade helps the world too."

"Hey it's just a theory… a game—"

"Don't you finish that sentence." Lily snipped.

"Look, killing Fade helps but doesn't fix things. He's a memory leak but the cause is probably deeper than that." Kyle swivelled toward Lily. "And I'll help look for it. Read-only, sure, but I can see every process in the system." He grinned. "If you keep letting me have that pussy. And that mouth. Like, at least once a day."

"You are the worst person I have ever met."

"You're stuck with me."

Lily stared at him for a long moment. Then she walked over, hooked one leg over his lap, and sat down on him, facing him, her uniform riding up around her hips. She grabbed his greasy hair in one fist.

"Fine. But you talk to me like a colleague. You do not call me Tinkerbell. And you brush your teeth."

"I can do two of those."

"Jonathan." She didn't look away from Kyle. "Go."

He went as far as the door. He stopped with his hand on the frame and looked back. Lily had Kyle's shorts open already, her hand working inside them, her wings shivering as she rocked down onto him. Kyle's grabbed her ass with both hands. Lily's mouth opened as Kyle entered her again.

"Be careful," she moaned. Her hips rolled. "You stupid... Jonathan. Come back for me."

"I will."

He shut the door on the sound of the chair creaking.

The corridor of crystal columns was still there. The wall behind it, the one that had sealed shut, opened again as he approached, stone peeling apart with a wet sucking sound. He ran.

The island had changed while he was gone. The banquet hall was still endless, but Yianna wasn't serving anymore. She lay across the table on her back with her apron ripped open and three shapeless guests kneeling over her, and every plate on the infinite table had a cock on it instead of food. She turned her head as he passed and asked him in six voices whether he wanted seconds. He kept running.

The Goblin Queen's alcove had spilled into the corridor. Identical goblins lined the walls now, hundreds of them, each stroking itself in time, and she lay on her back on the floor with her legs held open by goblin hands, ten of them fucking her at once in ways bodies couldn't manage. She screamed her pleasure and it came out as a recording, skipping, the same half-second of scream over and over. He ran into a goblin, and passed through it in a wash of static.

Gobby's study had no desk anymore. Just the chalkboard, and Gobby on her hands and knees in front of it with the smoke-figure behind her, and the code on the board rewriting itself faster with every thrust.

"The data is corrupted, Father," she said, cheerful, and the figure pulled her hair. "Tell Mother. Tell Mother. The data is corrupted."

The customs tent had unsealed itself. He heard them through the canvas, Saikhi and Myst moaning as they were fucked. His cock stirred; he gritted his teeth and jogged past it.

Zigarete's cave held nothing but a bedroll and Fade, alone, sitting with his cock in his hand, laughing at him.

"Fuck off," Jonathan told it, and did not stop.

He burst out of the cave mouth into the wrong light. His shadow still ran toward the sun. The kneeling trees had turned to face the beach, every wooden head lifted, every wooden mouth open. The rowboat sat where he'd dragged it, above the surf line, and the ocean was still muffled behind its glass.

He shoved the boat into the water and rowed.

Halfway out, sound came back. The oars slapped. The surf hissed. His own breath rasped in his throat, and he laughed once at the sheer relief of hearing himself. Ahead, the Scarlet Maiden filled out from a flat drawing into a ship, rigging, hull, the shapes of sailors leaning over the rail.

Caidy was one of them. She saw him and cupped her hands around her mouth.

"You took your time, Sorcerer!"

"Had a meeting!"

"Was it worth it?"

"Ask me in a minute!"

The rope came down. He tied off the rowboat and climbed. Hands hauled him over the rail, and the first thing Caidy did was grab his face in both scarred palms and look at him hard, checking his eyes, checking his nose.

"You seem alive."

"I think I am."

"Good." She kissed him, quick, and let go. "Tellik's awake. He's in the nav cabin being a bastard about it."

Tellik sat on the stool with a wet rag pressed to his face, and the chart of the Burning Sea spread in front of him. Dried blood crusted his upper lip. He looked up when Jonathan came through the door, and his eyes sharpened.

"You're back! Did you deliver it?"

"I did."

"And? What did the Shapers say?"

Jonathan pulled the door shut behind him. Caidy squeezed in after and leaned against the wall with her arms folded.

"They—" He sat down on the other stool. "Tellik, I need you to hear the next part all the way through before you break anything."

"Speak."

So he told them. Most of it. The corridor of apparitions. Lily, alive and stuck at the core of the island. The Shaper he'd met there. He said the Shaper and left it at that. He didn't say fat. He didn't mention the cargo shorts or Mountain Dew or the overall slobbiness. He certainly didn't say that the Shaper had wheezed a Star Wars quote before fucking Lily over a desk. Tellik had bled for a god. He could keep the god.

"One of them," Tellik said. "Only one?"

"Only one left. The rest… uh, abandoned this world."

Tellik set down the rag. "And this one has the power to stop the grey?"

"No. At least not anymore. He spent all of his remaining power on fixing me." Jonathan opened his shirt.

Caidy pushed off the wall. Tellik leaned in. The red horns pulsed on Jonathan's chest.

"Your flower's gone," Caidy said.

"Different power. The null stone's still in me, but it only blocks what it knows about, and it doesn't know about this." He buttoned up. "The Shaper thinks Fade's resurrection is what's tearing the world. Fade dies, the bleeding slows."

"That is convenient, almost as if he is telling us what we want to hear."

"I think he is telling the truth. You have to trust me on this one."

"Fine."

"So what is that Sorcery?" Caidy asked. "The new mark."

Jonathan had spent the whole row back thinking about how to say this.

"Everyone I've ever... been with. Finished with." He rubbed the back of his neck. "They're marked now. Claimed, it calls it. And when any of them gets fucked by someone who isn't me, and they come, or make someone else cum, I get stronger. Strength, stamina, healing, all of it. The more they get used by other men, the more powerful I get. And the essence I leave inside them builds up, and it pulls them back to me. Eventually it's supposed to break through Fade's hold."

Tellik and Caidy processed that in silence.

"So Fade fucking your harem every morning makes you stronger, and them more loyal to you?"

"Yeah."

Tellik looked at the chart for a long time. Then he made a sound Jonathan had never heard from him, a loud and uncontrolled laugh.

"HAH! The Shapers gave you the one weapon nobody could take from you," Tellik said. "Your own humiliation."

"More or less."

Caidy watched Jonathan with her head tilted, her braid hanging over one shoulder, chewing the inside of her cheek.

"Everyone you've finished with," she said.

"Yeah."

"So that's me, then." She counted on her fingers. "Mouth, first night. Twice in the hammock. I'd say I'm on your list, love."

"You're on the list."

"And if I fuck somebody else and come, you get a hit."

"Yes, if you—"

Caidy held a finger to Jonathan's lips and looked at Tellik. She looked back at Jonathan. Then she reached down, unbuckled her belt, and dropped it on the floor.

"Right. Let's test it."

Tellik was uncharacteristically taken aback "Captain?"

"You're the only other man in the room and the crew are busy keeping us afloat. Stand up."

"I'm in no state to..."

"You've got a nosebleed, not a broken cock." She was already peeling her shirt off over her head. Freckles. The scar under her left breast. Her tits swung free and she gave Tellik a look that ended the argument. "You want him strong enough to fight Fade? Then get your clothes off and put your back into it. This is for the mission."

Jonathan blinked hard.

"Not you," Caidy said. "You sit there. You don't touch. You watch and you tell me when it works." She stood naked in the cabin. "Well? Am I fucking a king or what?"

Tellik stood up. He unlaced his trousers one-handed, unhurried, and Jonathan saw that the faen's cock was long and dark and already lifting.

Caidy grinned. "Nice kingly cock right there."

She backed up against the bolted table, swept the practice mace and the cup off the chart with one arm, and hopped up onto the edge. She spread her thick thighs and hooked her heels around the table legs. She was already wet. Jonathan could see it from the stool.

"Come on then, one arm. Show me what Rainfell's got."

Tellik stepped between her knees. He gripped her hip with his remaining hand and pushed into her in one long stroke, and Caidy let out a groan that filled the little cabin.

"Oh, fuck yes. There we go."

Tellik fucked her efficiently. He braced his stump against the table's edge for balance and drove his hips forward hard and steady, and every thrust rocked the table against its bolts. Caidy grabbed the far edge with both hands and pushed back into him.

"Harder than that. I've had storms rougher than—" He slammed into her and the sentence broke into a yelp. "Fuck. Alright. Alright, that's better."

Jonathan sat on the stool three feet away with his hands on his knees. He didn't touch himself. He was hard enough to ache. He watched Tellik's back flex, watched the faen's dark hair swing loose from its cord, watched Caidy's tits bounce with each impact, and her toned stomach clench.

She turned her head and looked straight at him.

"Anything?"

"Not yet."

"Then he's not done his job." She reached up and grabbed Tellik by the back of the neck and pulled him down to her. "Faster, King. Make me come. I'm doing this for him, so make it count."

Tellik changed his angle. He hooked her knee over his arm, opened her wider, and hammered into her short and fast and deep. Caidy's moaning grew louder. Her whole body had gone red under the freckles, chest and throat and cheeks. She started talking and didn't stop.

"Yes. Yes, that's it, right there, right fucking there. Look at him, Jonathan. Look at him fucking me. Feels so good, love, feels so fucking good, he's so deep..." She laughed, breathless, and her laugh cracked into a moan. "You like this? You like watching your captain get fucked?"

"Yes."

"Say it louder."

"I like watching you get fucked."

"Good boy. Oh, good boy, I'm gonna... Tellik, don't stop, don't you fucking stop..."

She came loud. Her heels hammered the table legs and her back arched off the chart, and she clenched around Tellik with a shout that must have carried up through the deck. Tellik grunted and held her hips down and kept thrusting through it.

The mark on Jonathan's chest lit up. It hit him like a shovel.

Heat poured into his sternum and spread out through his shoulders and down his spine, and the last of the deep ache from three weeks of practice maces went out of him all at once. He felt his grip tighten on his own knees and had to loosen it before he bruised himself.

"Fuck," he said.

Caidy lifted her head off the table. Her hair was everywhere. "That a yes?"

"That's a yes. That's a big yes."

"Ha!" She dropped back down and slapped Tellik's flank. "Hear that? It works. Now finish, King, come inside me, let's see if that does anything."

Tellik didn't need telling twice. He drove into her three more times, hard enough to lift her ass off the chart, and buried himself with a low sound between his teeth and held there. Jonathan watched his hips jerk. Watched Caidy wrap her legs around him and grind up to take it.

"Mmm. Fill me up." She sighed and let her legs fall open. "All the way in. Good lad."

Tellik pulled out and stepped back. His cock glistened. He reached for his trousers without a word, his face already returning to its usual flatness.

Caidy stayed sprawled on the table with her thighs spread and Tellik's cum leaking out of her onto the Burning Sea map. She turned her head and looked at Jonathan.

"How do you feel?"

Jonathan stood up. He rolled his shoulders. He picked up Tellik's wooden practice mace off the floor and swung it once, and it felt lighter than it had that morning. Not by much. But it was noticeable.

"Better," he said. "Stronger. Like I had the best night's sleep ever."

Caidy pushed herself up on her elbows. She looked at the door of the cabin, and past it, at the ladder to the crew deck, and Jonathan watched her do the maths.

"So." She swung her legs off the table and stood, cum running down the inside of her freckled thigh, and bent to scoop up her shirt. "If I fuck the whole crew, you'll get even stronger."

Jonathan looked at Tellik. Tellik was lacing his trousers one-handed and refusing to look at anyone.

"...Yeah."

"Fucking hell, love." Caidy pulled the shirt over her head and didn't bother with her pants. She hooked her thumb toward the door. "I'll get to it."

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 9: Plan

Fade sat at the head of the war table with a strip of linen wrapped around his skull and dried blood still crusted in his left ear. The bandage itched. Eya had offered to stitch the cut above his eyebrow and he'd told her to fuck off; the pain was good. It reminded him that he needed to take revenge.

Nobody at the table looked at him directly.

Kordak stood; his plate armour had been hammered back into shape overnight, but the dents still showed along the ribs. "We are going to win this, I need iron. Real quantities. The Sentinels' line broke because half of them were in boiled leather. Give me two weeks and full access to the goblin tunnels and I'll have every man in steel."

"Two weeks," Fade repeated.

"Ten days if Saikhi pulls extra smiths from abroad."

"My augmented troops are ready now." Eya sat with her hands folded on the table, white hair pulled back, the sorcerer mark pulsing at her throat. "Forty men. Muscle and bone density quadrupled. They can take a brute cleaver to the chest and keep going. We don't have to wait for Kordak to play blacksmith."

"They've been tested exactly once, and one of them ate his own fingers; whatever you did fucked up his brain," Kordak growled.

"He was hungry." Eya shrugged. "The remaining thirty-nine are stable."

Marra fluttered nearby, tits and her tail flicking in the air. Fade could feel her silently judging.

"Something to add, Marra?"

"You already know what I'd add."

"Say it anyway."

"I told you three weeks ago that Aurra was mapping response times. I told you the scouts on the hilltops weren't tourists. You bent me over the throne and fucked me instead of listening." Her tail stopped flicking. "Last night I told you to get back, and you took half a step forward instead. So no, I don't have anything to add. I'd just like you to hear a sentence all the way through before deciding I'm stupid."

Kordak looked at the ceiling. Eya looked at her hands. Fade looked at Marra for a long moment and felt the cut above his eye pulse.

"Fine. I'm listening."

The door opened before she could take him up on it. A scout came in, one of the border runners, mud to his thighs, and dropped onto one knee without being told.

"My lord. Legion column sighted at dawn. A massive force. Two thousand brutes at least, siege gear on cren wagons, breeding pens on wheels behind. They're on the south road."

"Toward the tower?"

"No, my lord, toward Dormik. They'll reach it in three days."

Saikhi sat at the far end of the table with her ledger open. She turned three pages back without hurrying, ran her finger down a column, and looked up.

"Dormik supplies seventy-one per cent of the tower's grain and all of its livestock. The village stores have been drawn down since the liberation. If Aurra takes Dormik..." She closed the ledger. "The tower starves in eight weeks. Five, if the goblins don't accept having lower rations."

Fade sat back in his chair and stared at the map pinned to the table. Dormik was a small circle a day and a half south. The trade road ran through it like a vein. He'd never once thought about it. Food arrived. Saikhi handled it. He'd assumed the Legion would come straight at him, brutes against walls, and he would touch them one by one until they turned. That was the plan. That had always been the plan.

Except now every brute he touched was a bomb, and Rike hadn't come for the walls at all. Rike had come for the throat.

"He's not stupid," Fade said. Mostly to himself.

"Who?" Kordak asked.

"Rike. I had him down as a big dumb ox in a helmet. His mother's muscle." Fade pressed his thumb against the cut above his eye, hard enough to hurt, and it cleared his head a little. "He didn't come to fight me last night. He came to measure me. He got his measurement and left, and now he's going to make me march out to meet him on ground of his choosing or sit here and eat rats."

"What's a rat?" Saikhi asked.

"Saikhi." Fade ignored the question.

"My lord?"

"Where are Flankenstein's notes?"

"Still being located, my lord."

"I asked for them a month ago. You reorganised the mining shifts in a week. You built a tax code in three days. How is it possible you cannot find a dead man's papers in a library that you run?"

"The archive is disorganised." Her voice stayed level. "Flankenstein's quarters were cleared when Lord... when the previous administration took the tower. His effects were shelved by subject, not by author, and the previous cataloguing system was replaced twice. I have been searching between other duties." She paused. "If you want the notes found, I will need to reorganise the library. It will take me two weeks with a full staff."

"Two weeks!"

"It will also surface everything else that's misfiled. There is a great deal misfiled, my lord. I've been meaning to raise it."

Fade stared at her. Saikhi stared back, blue eyes steady, ledger held against her chest.

"Do it," he said. "And find me the notes. If Aurra wants to breed an army, I want to breed a better one."

"Yes, my lord."

"Zigarete. Battle plan."

Zigarete stepped forward from behind his chair, where she'd been standing at parade rest the whole time with her spear against her shoulder. She set the spear on the table across the map and started moving markers with her fingers, quick and certain.

"If we march we meet them here, at the canyon road south of Dormik. It's the only place the road narrows enough that two thousand brutes can't spread out. Kordak's Sentinels hold the centre. Eya's augmented troops drop from above, their brutes won't like the footing. The Drakken and I hit the command group from behind while they're committed." She tapped the map. "Aurra fights from the front. That's how she taught me to fight. But if we kill her, we can use the chaos to break the Legion."

"We can beat them," Kordak said. "Brutes are big and dumb. Give me the iron and a straight fight, and I'll crack their line."

"You won't." Zigarete firmly retorted.

Fade stood, walked around behind her, and put his hand flat between her shoulder blades.

"Explain."

"Aurra's army is bigger than ours, my lord. Considerably." Zigarete kept her eyes on the markers. "Two thousand brutes to our nine hundred, if we count the goblins, and the goblins will run if we start losing. Even if we hold the road, she can send half her force around the long way to flank us, we..."

Fade pushed her forward over the table. She caught herself on both hands, spear rolling off the edge and clattering onto the flagstones. He yanked her panties down over her ass in one pull. She was wet already; she was always wet for him now, and he shoved into her from behind without any warning at all.

Zigarete's breath came out in a rush against the map.

"Keep going," Fade said.

"Her... her scouts will have inspected our supply lines. Rike knows we can't sit a siege without Dormik." He drove into her, and her hips slammed the table edge. "So we have to march. We have to fight on the road. Which is what he wants."

"So what do we do?"

"We..." Fade grabbed a fistful of silver hair and pulled her head back. "We hold the fork and hope Aurra's arrogance brings her within spear reach before her numbers matter. It's the best I have. My lord. Fuck."

"That's a thin plan."

"It is." Her voice broke on it. He was fucking her hard now, no pace to it, just anger going in and out of her, and Zigarete took it with her fingers clawing the map and her eyes half shut. "Her army is so fucking big. Just like your cock. Ours isn't."

"How big?" Fade said.

"Two thousand at the low end."

"Not the army."

Zigarete's eyes opened. She looked back over her shoulder at him with her cheek pressed to Dormik.

"So fucking big, Master. You're so fucking big. It's stretching me out. Don't stop."

He didn't. He fucked her until the markers on the map skittered and fell off the table and Zigarete came with a sound she tried to strangle and couldn't, and then he pulled out and left her lying there with her ass in the air and cum running down onto the parchment.

Fade wiped himself on her ass and walked back to his chair.

"We march," he said. "Zigarete's plan stands. Kordak, you get all the iron we can muster in a day. Eya, your thirty-nine walk with us. Saikhi, get the goblins ready."

Kordak frowned. "You just heard her say it's a losing fight."

"I heard her." Fade sat down. The cut above his eye had started bleeding again and he let it run. "I have a plan." He looked at Marra. "You. Tonight. My chambers. Bring Painsley with you."

Marra floated closer. "Yes, my lord, but why Painsley?"

"She has something I need."
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Chapter 10: Resistance

The Scarlet Maiden slipped into the cove an hour before dawn with her lanterns doused and Caidy at the wheel, reading the black water by the shape of the cliffs. The inlet cut into Rainfell's west coast like a knife wound, walls of wet rock on both sides and the huge trees leaning over the top of them. It was raining. It always rained here. Jonathan stood at the rail and let it run down his collar.

"Smugglers cut this place out of the cliff two hundred years back," Caidy said. "Union used it for a season. Then Tellik bought it off us for more money than it was worth."

"I bought it because nobody else knew it existed." Tellik stood beside her with his cloak hood up. "Which is why I left my family here."

A single lantern burned on the stone quay ahead. A figure stood under it holding a bow. As the hull kissed the pilings, the figure lowered the bow and Jonathan recognised the shit-eating grin even at forty feet.

"Fuck me," Frekk called. "The king lives."

"Get the lines," Tellik said, and went over the rail before the gangplank was down.

Frekk caught the ropes. Fiafa came out of the dark behind him with two daggers already drawn, saw Tellik, and sheathed them without a word. She looked thinner than Jonathan remembered. They both did.

"Report," Tellik said.

"Rainfell's a cren shitshow, my king." Frekk tied off the bow line. "You left, the twins left, and every village headman with a rusty sword decided he was the rightful heir to King Hokk. There's six of them now. Maybe seven. A farmer near the northern falls calls himself the Rain King and has two hundred men. Two of the others are fighting each other over a bridge. We've kept out of it."

"Kianna?"

Fiafa answered. "Alive. Still in a coma. Vianna hasn't left her side."

Tellik walked past them into the cliff. A door had been cut into the rock, iron banded, and beyond it lay a warren of storerooms turned living quarters. Jonathan followed with Caidy at his shoulder. Fiafa fell in behind them, and Jonathan felt her eyes on the back of his neck the whole way.

The room where Kianna lay had a nice bed dragged in from somewhere, and candles, and the smell of herbs boiled too long. Kianna's face was grey. Her chest rose and fell under the blanket, slow and shallow. Vianna sat on a stool beside her holding her hand, and when Tellik came through the door she stood up so fast the stool tipped over.

"You're back." She crossed the room and stopped a foot from him, then hit him in the chest with her fist. "You said you'd only be gone a couple of days."

"I know, I'm sorry."

"She hasn't woken. She breathes. That's all she does. I talk to her all day." Vianna's voice shook. She looked past Tellik and saw Jonathan and her face went hard. "You brought him here. The man who put a knife in my sister's chest."

"Zigarete put the knife in. But Jonn may be the only one able to fix Adearath." Tellik put his one hand on Vianna's shoulder. "Sit down. I'll explain everything. But first there's something Fiafa needs to do."

Fiafa straightened. "My king."

Tellik turned to her. He kept his hand on Vianna.

"Jonn has a new sorcery. Every woman he has finished inside becomes a source of strength for him. Whenever she lies with another man afterward, he grows stronger." He said it flat, like a supply report. "We need him strong. We need as many women as possible carrying his mark. You are going to take him to the side room and let him finish inside you."

Fiafa stood straight.

"My king, with respect, I have spent the better part of a year working against this man. I put an arrow in his huntress. I lied—"

"I remember. Now you will fuck him."

"My lord?"

"I want you to serve Rainfell. There is no Rainfell if the world ends. Jonn is the only weapon we have against the thing ending it. Will you do it?"

Fiafa looked at Jonathan. Her green eyes ran down him and back up, and her mouth twisted, and then she sighed.

"You are my king." She turned on her heel. "Sorcerer. With me."

The side room was a storeroom with a cot in it and a shelf of dried fish. Fiafa shut the door and unbuckled her sword belt and hung it on a peg, and then she stood there with her arms crossed.

"This is not personal."

"I didn't think it was." Jonathan rubbed the back of his neck.

"I don't like you. I want that understood before I put your cock in my mouth."

"Understood."

"Good." She dropped to her knees on the stone floor and yanked his belt open. She got his pants down and looked at his cock for a second, then took him in her hand and started stroking, brisk, like she was cleaning a blade. "I heard you were bigger."

"From who?"

"Everyone." She leaned in and put her mouth on him.

She sucked like a soldier following orders, fast and thorough, no teasing, pure business. Her tongue worked on every pull and she didn't gag when she pushed herself down to the base. Jonathan braced his hand on the shelf. Dried fish rattled.

"Fuck," he said.

After a few minutes of servicing Jonathan's cock, Fiafa pulled off and stood. She unlaced her leathers and stepped out of them, and under them she was all soft muscle and small tits. She lay back on the cot and pulled her knees up.

"Get on with it."

Jonathan climbed over her. She was tight and hot and not as dry as her voice suggested, and when he pushed in she bit her lip and looked at the ceiling.

"Don't look at my face," she said.

"Okay."

"Just fuck me and finish."

He did. He gripped the edge of the cot and drove into her, and the cot legs scraped the stone, and Fiafa's breath started coming shorter. She didn't make any sound at all for the first minute, and then her hips started moving to meet his without her permission, and a small grunt slipped out of her.

"That's... nothing. Keep going."

"You're wet."

"It's just from the rain. Shut up."

He went harder. Her hand came up and clamped onto his shoulder, nails digging in, and her legs wrapped around his back, and she stopped looking at the ceiling and closed her eyes instead. Her whole body had gone rigid.

"Hate you," she said through her teeth. "Hate this. Hate how... don't you dare stop..."

She came, clenched around him with her face pressed into him, silent, shaking. Jonathan came a few strokes later, deep inside her, and the mark on his chest pulsed warm as the Claim took hold. He felt the thread run out of him and hook into her like a fish taking a line.

Fiafa shoved him off, stood, and started pulling her leathers back on.

"Is it done?"

"It's done."

"Then I'm going to go find someone else and fuck him until I forget this happened." She buckled her sword belt. "If that makes you stronger, so much the better. But it's for my king."

She opened the door and stopped. Caidy was waiting outside.

"He any good?" Caidy asked.

"Adequate." Fiafa walked past her.

Caidy came into the storeroom and shut the door.

"I'm coming with you."

Jonathan was still lacing his pants. "What?"

"Wherever you go next. Dormik, the tower, wherever. I'm coming." She pulled her wet shirt off over her head and dropped it. "Hawkin's got the Maiden. He can captain a ship. He can't do what I do, but he can keep her afloat and out of the grey. I'm leaving her in good hands."

"Caidy, you don't have to..."

"I know I don't have to. I've never once in my life done something because I had to." She stepped up to him and pushed him down onto the cot and knelt between his knees. "You're my project. I don't leave projects half finished."

She took his cock, still slick from Fiafa, and pressed it between her breasts. Heavy and freckled and cool from the rain, and she squeezed them together around him with both hands and started to slide.

"Besides," she said, working him up and down in the soft press of her tits, "you're getting stronger every time I fuck somebody. Be a waste not to see it."

"You sure you don't just want to fuck a bunch of guys?"

"I want to see you take the tower back." She spat on the head of his cock where it poked up between her breasts and worked the spit down with her tits. "If that involves me getting dicked by a bunch of people, who am I to argue?"

She went faster. Her tits swallowed him and let him go, swallowed him and let him go, and every time the head appeared she licked it. Jonathan grabbed her tits and came across her collarbone and her chin, and she laughed and rubbed it into her freckles.

"That seals the deal, I take it?" She stood and put her wet shirt back on over the mess. "Come on. Frekk says there's other people here you'll want to see."

* * *

A door stood half open at the end of the corridor, candlelight spilling out, and from behind it came a high, breathy voice he'd last heard reciting goblin population figures at his dinner table.

"...harder, Elder. Yes. Yes, like that, I'm nearly..."

Jonathan pushed the door open.

Gobby lay on her back on a table, purple legs hooked over the shoulders of a grey-haired man in a merchant's shirt with his trousers around his ankles. Aldo. He was fucking her with his eyes closed and his hands under her ass, and Gobby's white hair hung off the edge of the table, and her glowing eyes were half shut. In the corner, Gobbo sat slumped against the wall with his cock soft against his thigh and an empty look on his face, breathing like he'd run ten miles.

Gobby saw Jonathan. Her eyes went wide.

"Father!"

Aldo opened his eyes, looked over his shoulder, and did not stop.

"Jonn Nightmare. Well. I'll be damned." He gave two more thrusts and Gobby gasped. "Give me a moment, I'm nearly there, and I'll need the duplicate."

"I'm... yes, take your time."

Gobby didn't take her eyes off Jonathan while Aldo finished inside her. Her small body arched and she came with her hands gripping the table edge and her mouth open, and Aldo groaned and pushed deep and held, and beside him a second Aldo blinked into being, fully clothed, and adjusted his collar.

"There we go," both Aldos said.

The first pulled out and tugged his pants up. Gobby slid off the table on unsteady legs and came at Jonathan and hit him in the chest with her whole body.

"You're alive. Gobbo, he's alive. I told you."

Gobbo got up off the floor slower. He walked over and put his arms around both of them without saying anything, and Jonathan held them, his purple half-goblin children who'd grown another two inches since he'd seen them and smelled like sweat and sex.

"We tried, Father." Gobbo's voice was low. "We tried to hold something together. After you fell. Aunt Myst got us out of the village, we started to gather a resistance, and we hid in Dormik. Myst had a plan..."

"And then Marra's soldiers took her." Gobby pulled back and wiped her face. "We were out scouting. We came back and everyone was gone. After that it all fell apart. Half the farmers went back to their fields. The rest just left."

"We ran into the Elder's people on the trade road. He got us here." Gobbo glanced at the two Aldos. "He's been keeping us fed."

"Among other things," Gobby said, and had the grace to look slightly embarrassed.

"Among other things," Aldo agreed. "The girl's insatiable. The boy can't keep up. Someone had to step in. Besides, I could never give up a chance to try out such a unique woman."

Jonathan looked at him. "You escaped the tower."

"I was never in the tower when Fade took it; well, one of me was. Most of me was in Dormik counting grain." Aldo tapped his temple. "I felt my clone go. Fade's man Kordak put a spear through him. Rest of me kept my head down and my mouth shut and let Fade think Dormik's elder was loyal and dull. Which brings me to why you'll want to sit down."

Jonathan collapsed against the wall. "Oh god, what is it now?"

"Three days ago Aurra's Legion hit the tower. A raid. In and out. They made a mess of the square and pulled back." The second Aldo took over without a pause. "And yesterday one of me watched a Legion column going towards Dormik. Over two thousand brutes. They're coming for Dormik."

"And Fade?"

"Fade's marching to meet them. Word came down from the tower last night. Full mobilisation. Kordak's Sentinels, goblins, Eya's freaks. They'll meet on the canyon road." Aldo spread his hands. "Aurra's got twice his numbers. But Fade has Fade."

Jonathan sat down.

The mark on his chest went hot. A flood. It hit his sternum and spread through his ribs and down his arms so fast he grabbed his chest, and Gobby said his name and he didn't hear it, because behind his eyes something opened.

He saw a barracks. Torchlight on stone. Two rows of bunks and a long table in the middle, and on the table, his sister.

Myst lay on her back with her head hanging off one end and a Sentinel officer's cock in her throat. Another man stood between her legs, gripping her ankles, fucking her in long hard strokes that made her breasts shake. Four more waited in a loose line, cups in hand, half undressed. The null collar sat black around her neck. Her sorcerer's mark was dead grey. But the essence he could see now, the new sight the power gave him, hung around her like red smoke, and it was getting thicker with every thrust.

"Fuck, she takes it well," the man between her legs said. "Fade's whore. Little slut can't get enough."

Myst's throat worked around the cock in her mouth. Her hips lifted to meet the man fucking her. Her hands, free, no one bothering to hold them, reached up and gripped the officer's thighs and pulled him deeper.

The officer came in her throat. She swallowed and gasped when he pulled out and the next man was already stepping up. The one between her legs grunted and pushed deep and Jonathan felt it land in him like a fist, strength, so much strength.

And in the vision, Myst's eyes opened.

She stared at the ceiling of the barracks with a cock sliding into her mouth and another man lining up between her thighs, and her lips shaped a word around the shaft. Jonathan couldn't hear it. But he'd known her his whole life and he knew the recognition on her face; she was mouthing his name.

The vision snapped shut.

He was on the floor. Gobbo had him under the arms. Caidy crouched in front of him with her hand on his face.

"My Sorcerer. Talk to me."

"Myst." He got his feet under him. The room looked sharper than it had a minute ago. The candle flames had edges. "She's in the officers' barracks at the tower. They're passing her around."

Gobby's face crumpled.

"She's alive. She's..." He pressed his palm to his chest. The horns burned under it. "The power. It took hold of her faster than anyone. She's already more mine than his. I could see her. I could see everything."

"Is that good?" Gobbo asked.

"It's good for me. Not so much for her."

Jonathan turned to the two Aldos.

"So both Fade and Aurra are on the canyon road heading for battle?"

"Yes," both Aldos said.

"Then that's the best news I've heard in months." Jonathan looked at Gobbo and Gobby, at Caidy, at Aldo's duplicates standing shoulder to shoulder. "Every brute that dies on that road is a brute that isn't at the tower gates. Every Sentinel Fade loses is one less man between me and him. Let them bleed each other dry."

"And us?" Gobbo asked.

"We gather everyone. Everyone who ever hated Fade, everyone who ever hated Aurra, everyone Tellik can pull out of this shithole of a civil war." Jonathan pulled his collar shut over the horns. "While they're busy, we build something. And this time, we will win."

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 11: Canyon

The Legion came up the canyon road at first light in a column forty brutes wide.

Zigarete stood at the fork with her spear planted and watched them come. She counted by ranks. She stopped counting at fifteen hundred because the number didn't change anything. Behind the front ranks, wagons rolled on, pulled by cren teams, and behind the wagons came the breeding pens, canvas sides rolled up so the brutes could see inside at their rewards if they won the battle.

Kordak's men held the centre in fresh steel, six hundred of them in three lines across the narrowest point of the road. Eya's thirty-nine crouched on the ledges above, stripped to the waist, muscle bunched wrong under their skin. Goblins lined the ridge with crossbows. The Drakken lay coiled behind the main line, waiting for her.

A single forrin rider broke from the Legion front and came forward under a white rag tied to a spear.

Zigarete knew the spear before she knew the woman. The same spear Aurra had used on the training yard at the Inquisition years ago, when Zigarete was just of age and couldn't hold a guard for more than three exchanges.

"Hold the line," Zigarete told Kordak. "I'll be a minute."

"You're going out there?"

"She wants to talk. Let her talk."

Zigarete walked out onto the open road between the armies. Aurra dismounted at the halfway point and waited for her. Blue hair braided back tight. Breastplate cut down to fit her chest, which meant it barely covered anything. Bare thighs barely hidden by her greaves.

"You still drop your left shoulder when you're about to strike," Aurra said.

"You still fight in your underwear."

Aurra smiled. She looked older but still as beautiful as Zigarete remembered. Aurra looked Zigarete up and down.

"I heard what he did to you."

"You heard wrong."

"No? I heard the Dread Sorcerer put his hand on you and you got on your knees. I heard you preach for him. Beat prisoners for him. Suck him off in front of his court." Aurra's voice didn't change. She spoke the way she'd always spoken to Zigarete on the yard, patient, correcting. "I taught you to kill men like him."

"You taught me to kill sorcerers. Then you got caught helping one and spent ten years getting bred in a tent."

"I did." Aurra didn't flinch. "And I turned that tent into an army. Look behind me, girl. Half of those brutes are mine. My sons. My grandsons. I built that from the inside of a breeding pen with nothing but my pussy and my patience." She stepped closer. "Come with me. Tarthis put a leash on you, and Fade put a collar on you, and you've never once in your life chosen your own master. Choose me. I will give you the Legion's spear. We'll break him together, the way I always meant to teach you."

Zigarete looked at her for a long moment.

"You're nothing but a cheap whore," she said. "A breeder slut. You dress it up well, but you are just a whore who has learned to talk like a leader."

Aurra's smile went away.

"My master is going to fuck you good when this is done," Zigarete said. "He's going to fuck you right in front of your sons, and you'll thank him for it. I did."

She turned her back on Aurra and walked to the line.

* * *

The Legion charged.

Two thousand brutes came down the canyon road at a run, and the ground shook under Zigarete's boots. The goblin bows fired first. Arrows dropped a hundred brutes in the front rank and the second rank trampled them without slowing. Kordak raised both arms and the road in front of the Sentinel line stood up, iron spikes ripping out of the packed dirt and ripping into the charging brutes.

Brutes died on the spikes. Brutes behind them climbed over the dead and kept coming. Tainted brutes, corded with too much muscle, foam on their tusks. A Sentinel in the front line took a cleaver across the shield and the shield folded and so did his arm. The man beside him drove a spear into the brute's neck and the brute kept swinging for four more seconds before it fell.

Eya's augmented dropped from the ledges into the Legion's flank. Zigarete watched one of them land on a brute's shoulders and twist its head clean around, then get cut in half by the brute next to it, and keep clawing at the ground with its top half for another ten heartbeats.

"Hold!" Kordak roared. "Hold the fucking line!"

The line held for a few minutes. It cost them two hundred Sentinels. The road in front of the spikes was a wall of dead brutes taller than a man, and the Legion was climbing over it.

Zigarete swung onto the Drakken's back and drove it forward along the canyon wall. The beast tore through brutes with its jaws while she stabbed from above, her spear flame catching on Legion armour. She was looking for one thing.

She found it where the wagons met the fighting. Aurra stood on a stack of grain sacks with her spear running red to the grip and six dead Sentinels around the base.

Zigarete dropped off the Drakken and sent it into the brutes.

Aurra saw her coming and jumped down.

They met in the mud between two wagons. Aurra's first thrust came at Zigarete's left shoulder, the one she supposedly dropped, and Zigarete wasn't there. She'd fixed that habit years ago. She turned the thrust and cut for Aurra's throat, and Aurra ducked and came in low and the butt of her spear cracked across Zigarete's knee.

"Better," Aurra said. "You did practise."

"Shut up and die."

They fought. Aurra was faster than any woman her age and built the way she was had any right to be. Her tits swung under the cut breastplate and it didn't slow her. She fought close, inside Zigarete's reach, using the shorter grip. Zigarete burned her twice across the forearm. Aurra split Zigarete's lip with an elbow and sliced a spear point through the side of her thigh.

Twenty yards away, Rike hit Kordak.

Zigarete saw it in pieces between exchanges. Kordak had walked out of the line to meet him with a storm of metal shards spinning around his shoulders, and Rike walked through them. The shards hit his armour and stuck but he didn't care. Kordak drove an iron lance out of the ground and Rike swept it aside with the halberd and came on. Eya stood behind Kordak with both hands raised, and blood ran up out of the mud toward Rike's boots in thin red lines, reaching for him.

"Come on, cren!" Kordak shouted. He'd pulled a blade out of his own armour, a sword forged in the second it took to draw it. "Come on, you big dumb fuck!"

Rike approached.

Aurra's spear came at Zigarete's face and Zigarete stopped watching.

* * *

Fade watched the battle from four hundred feet up.

The Mern under him beat its leather wings with a slow, steady stroke. Grey skin, a wingspan of thirty feet, a hooked barb at the tip of its tail that could stop a cren's heart. Painsley had brought him six of them. He'd touched each one and they were his.

Marra rode the Mern beside him with her wings folded and her whip coiled in her fist.

"There." She pointed. "Rear of the pens. The platform on the fourth wagon."

Fade looked. A woman stood on a raised platform behind the last row of pens with a staff planted at her feet and her black hair loose down her back. Two brutes flanked her. Neither of them was watching the sky.

"She thinks she's safe back there," Fade said. He leaned forward, and the Mern folded its wings.

They fell. The wind tore at his robe. The wagon platform came up fast and Sala looked up at the last second, her mouth opening, her staff coming around, and the Mern's claws closed on her shoulders and ripped her off the platform. The two brutes swung at empty air. Marra's whip cracked down and took one of them across the eyes.

Fade grabbed Sala by the hair and hauled her up across the Mern's back in front of him. She fought. She got one hand free and drove her thumb toward his eye and he caught her wrist and pressed his palm flat against her cheek.

Master Control activated.

Sala went rigid. Her eyes rolled. Then she sagged against his chest and looked up at him with her mouth open and wet.

"Master," she said.

"Hello, Prophetess." Fade turned her face toward the canyon below. Two thousand brutes, most of them tainted with her sorcery. Rike's wedge driving into the Sentinel centre. Kordak on the back foot. "Every brute you charged. How many?"

"Nine hundred, Master."

"Kill them. All of them. Now. I know you can."

Sala smiled at him. She turned her head toward the battle, filled her lungs, and said the word.

"Ignius."

The canyon exploded.

Fade had thought he understood what would happen. He had been ten feet from nine brutes when Sala popped them in village square. This was nine hundred. The blast came up the canyon walls in a wave, and the Mern screamed and bucked under him, and Marra's beast tumbled and caught itself. The sound arrived after the light. Fade's ears rang. Below, the road was a river of fire and meat from the fork to the wagons, and where the Legion's centre had been there was a crater a hundred yards across. Sentinels were down too. Goblins on the ridge had been thrown off it. Eya's augmented lay in pieces.

He didn't care about any of that.

"My my," Marra said. Her Mern drifted back alongside his. She was grinning wide enough to show all her teeth. "Master. That's almost half of her army."

Fade looked down at Sala, still draped across the Mern's back in front of him, still smiling at the fire she'd made. Her robe had torn when the claws took her. One breast hung free. "And you did that for me, didn't you?"

"Yes, Master."

"Good girl." He pulled the torn robe up over her hips. She had nothing under it. Wet already, the Prophetess of Sidim, dripping onto the Mern's grey hide from watching her creations burn. He pushed two fingers into her and she moaned and spread her thighs across the beast's spine.

"Take us down," he commanded the Mern. "Slow."

The Mern tilted into a long descending turn toward the fork. Fade pulled his robe open and lined himself up behind Sala and shoved into her.

She cried out. The wind took it. He grabbed her hair with one hand and her hip with the other and fucked her on the back of a flying monster four hundred feet above a burning battlefield, and she pushed back onto him and told him it was perfect.

"So deep, Master. Oh, you're so deep, I've been so hungry, I've been hungry my whole life and no one ever filled it..."

"Rike didn't fill it?"

"No, Master. No one. Only you."

"You blew up his mother's army for me."

"I'd blow up anything for you." She looked back at him with her hair whipping across her face. "Ask me. Ask me for anything."

Marra flew beside them with her hand between her own legs, watching.

"She's a good fuck?" Marra called.

"She's a very good fuck." Fade drove into Sala hard enough to rock her against the Mern's neck. The beast rumbled and kept descending. "Sidim's clergy are always horny. I can feel it. Her cunt's trying to pull my cock off."

Sala came with her fingers dug into the Mern's hide, shaking, still grinning. Fade fucked her through it and kept going. Below them the fires had started to burn down, and shapes were moving on the road, and he wanted to see them up close.

"I want to see her face," he said. "Aurra. I want to see her face when she realises what happened."

He came in Sala a hundred feet above the ground. She pressed back and took it and thanked him, and he pulled out.

* * *

Zigarete had been thrown thirty feet.

She lay against a wagon wheel with her ears full of noise and her spear buried somewhere in the mud. Half a brute lay across her legs. She pushed it off and got up and looked for Aurra.

Everything was on fire. The Legion was gone. The road where it had been was a black pit with the wagons burning at the edge of it and Sentinels stumbling out of the smoke on the far side with their hands over their ears. Some of them were burning too. The goblins had gone, either dead or running. She saw the Drakken, alive, scaled hide blackened, dragging itself toward her limping.

She saw Kordak.

He was on his knees in the smoke thirty yards away, blood running from his ears, his armour half torn from him. Rike stood over him. The Commander's had held. He was standing far from any of the tainted brutes when the explosion happened. He'd made it a point to keep clean of Sala's taint.

Kordak got up. He swung his sword.

Rike caught it on the halberd haft, turned it, and brought the blade down across Kordak's waist. Steel plate parted. Kordak's top half hit the mud two feet from his legs. His mouth was still moving.

Eya screamed.

Blood came up out of the ground around Rike's boots, out of the dead brutes, out of Kordak's open body, ropes of it wrapping his legs and climbing his thighs. Rike stumbled. Eya walked toward him with both hands up and her face wet with tears, and the blood pulled tighter.

A brute hit Eya from the side and threw her ten feet. Rike tore the blood off his legs, looked once at her, once at the pit where his mother's army had been, and turned away.

Zigarete found her spear. Then she found Aurra, half buried under a dead cren.

Aurra was on her back. Her spear was broken. Her cut breastplate had been torn off entirely, and her enormous breasts heaved as she tried to breathe. She saw Zigarete coming and reached for the broken spear haft and Zigarete kicked it out of her hand and put a boot on her chest.

"My sons," Aurra said. She wasn't looking at Zigarete. She was looking at the smoke. "My sons."

"Your bombs." Zigarete set the point of her spear against Aurra's throat. The flame licked her skin and Aurra didn't flinch. "You made your sons into bombs. Cheap whore. You evil cheap whore!"

"Just kill me."

"Gladly."

"Stop."

Zigarete stopped. The word came from behind her and her arm locked and the spear held an inch from Aurra's throat and stayed there. Fade walked past her. His robe hung open. His cock hung out of it.

"Master," Zigarete said.

"You did well. You did very well." He touched her cheek as he passed and she leaned into it and hated herself and loved it. "But I want this one."

He knelt beside Aurra in the mud.

Aurra spat blood at him. It hit his chest and ran down. He looked at her tits, at her spread thighs, at her blue braid coming apart in the mud, and then he put his hand on her forehead.

Aurra's whole body arched under Fade's palm and her eyes went wide and white and her mouth opened on a scream that had no sound in it, and then everything in her let go. Her arms fell to the mud. Her legs opened. Her face went soft and stupid and she looked up at Fade the way Zigarete looked at him, the way they all did.

"Nice to meet you," Fade said. "Breeder Queen." Fade pushed the dead cren aside.

"Master." Aurra's voice came out wet. "Master, I..."

"You lost." He pulled her thighs apart and pushed the ruined skirt out of the way. Wet. All of them were wet the second he touched them. "Now you're going to give me what you gave the Legion."

He fucked her in the mud.

Zigarete stood over them with her spear still in her hand and watched her old teacher take Fade's cock with her heels dug into the dirt and her tits sliding on her chest with every thrust. Aurra moaned. She grabbed at him. She wrapped her thighs around his waist and pulled him deeper and called him Master and begged him to breed her, breed her, put a son in her worth having.

"Oh, you fuck so good," Aurra moaned. "Oh, Master, so good, so deep, none of them ever, none of them..."

"Louder." Fade grabbed her hair and turned her head toward the canyon wall. "Your boy's up there. He ran away. Let him hear you."

Zigarete looked.

Rike stood on the ridge with a few hundred brutes behind him. Clean brutes, unmarked, his real brothers. He'd stopped. He was watching his mother on her back in the mud with the Dread Sorcerer between her legs, and his face had nothing in it at all. He looked down at her like she had been lost a long time ago.

Aurra saw him. Her eyes found him on the ridge and she smiled and arched her back and came, loud, screaming for Fade, thanking him, her huge tits bouncing with every thrust he drove into her.

Rike turned around and walked away. The brutes went with him.

Fade came in Aurra and stayed in her for a while, breathing, looking at the fires.

"Zigarete."

"Master."

"Get me Kordak's remains, maybe we can salvage something from them." He pulled out. Cum ran out of Aurra onto the mud and she reached down and rubbed it into herself with a sigh. "And find Eya. I need her to lead the Sentinels now. I don't think Rike will be coming back anytime soon. It is time we go home."

* * *

Three days later, Aurra knelt on the bed in Fade's chambers with her hands flat on his stomach, and her wet folds an inch above his cock.

"Down," Zigarete said.

Aurra sank. She took him slow, all the way, until her ass met his hips, and she leaned back against Zigarete's shoulder with a long, low moan.

Zigarete knelt behind her on the furs. Her arms went around Aurra from behind, and she filled both hands with those enormous tits and squeezed until Aurra whimpered. Blue hair spilled across Zigarete's black armour, which she hadn't taken off. Fade liked her in it.

"Up," Zigarete said, and lifted her by the tits, and let her drop. "Down. Up. Down. You know how to ride a cock, whore. Do it properly for him."

"Yes. Yes. Master, is this good? Is it good?"

"It's adequate." Fade lay back against the pillows with his hands folded behind his head. He'd stitched the cut over his eye himself in the end and it had left a mark. "Zigarete, she's slacking."

"She's an old cren." Zigarete pinched both nipples hard and Aurra jerked and bounced faster. "There. Faster than that."

"So sorry, Master. So sorry, I'll do better, I'll ride you better..."

Aurra rode him. Zigarete held her steady from behind, hands roaming, one palm sliding down over the soft round of Aurra's stomach to the place where Fade's cock went in and out of her. She rubbed circles there while Aurra bounced. Aurra cried out and gripped Zigarete's wrist and didn't stop.

"She's so fucking wet," Zigarete said. "Master, can you feel it? She's dripping on you."

"I can feel it."

"She always told me to keep my legs shut on campaign." Zigarete bent her head and took one nipple in her mouth and sucked. Aurra keened. "Now look at her. Look at the Breeder Queen."

"I was wrong." Aurra's voice shook with every drop onto Fade's cock. "I was wrong, Ziggy, I was wrong about all of it, this is what I was for, this cock, this is what I was always for..."

"Say it to him."

"Master, I was made for your cock."

"Everyone is." Fade grabbed her hips and started thrusting up into her from below, hard, and Aurra's tits bounced out of Zigarete's mouth and Zigarete caught them again and held them still so she could keep sucking. "Your army's mine. Your city's mine. Whatever brutes your boy dragged off, they'll come crawling when they get hungry. You bred me a whole new army, Aurra. Say thank you."

"Thank you, Master. Thank you, thank you..."

She came with Zigarete's tonuge on her nipple and Zigarete's fingers on her clit and Fade's cock buried to the root in her, and she screamed it, screamed his name and her thanks and her love, and Zigarete held her through it and didn't let her stop moving until Fade groaned and pushed up and filled her.

Aurra sagged against Zigarete's chest, panting, blue hair stuck to her face.

"Clean him," Zigarete said, and pushed her down.

Aurra crawled between Fade's legs and put her mouth on him, and Zigarete watched her old teacher lick their master's cock clean with her eyes closed and her tits pressed to the furs, and she stroked Aurra's hair, and told her she was doing well.
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Chapter 12: Ashes

The Coalition reached the canyon two days after the battle. Jonathan had named it the Coalition because "The Resistance" brought back bad memories to most people in the group. Tellik had wanted something with Rainfell in it, Gobby had suggested three words in Goblin that all meant "vengeance," and Caidy had voted for "The Cuck Brigade." He'd settled on Coalition because it sounded like something a real leader would say, and because nobody else could agree.

Two Aldos walked point. The road was gone. Where the fork used to be, a black pit opened a hundred yards wide, and the walls of it still gave off heat. Wagons lay on the rim with their beds burnt through, smoke leaking out of the axles. Bodies covered the slope below the ledges. Sentinels, most of them, in new steel that had cooked onto them. Nobody had come back to bury anyone. The birds enjoyed that fact.

Jonathan stood at the edge of the crater with his hands hanging at his sides.

The mark on his chest roared.

It had started two nights ago and hadn't stopped. Fade had won, and Fade was celebrating, and every woman in that tower was going hand to hand through the barracks and the officers' quarters and the throne room. He didn't need to look. He'd looked anyway, once, around midnight, and the vision had opened for him without asking.

Myst on the throne. Riding Fade with her collar chain wrapped around his fingers, her hips slapping down on him. Around them, on the mirrored floor, Talitha on all fours under a brute. Saikhi with two Sentinels. Alisa bent over the dais steps with a lieutenant behind her. Aurra, with cum covered tits, getting bred on the stairs by three men at once while Zigarete stood over her and counted strokes out loud.

He hadn't slept. He didn't need to. He'd bent a sword in half this morning without meaning to and then stood looking at it for a while.

"You look cooked forrin," Caidy said beside him.

"I've never been this strong in my life, never felt better."

Gobby came up on his other side and slid her hand into his. Her purple fingers were cold. "Father. Aldo says there are people in the hills."

Both Aldos pointed at the same time, toward the eastern ridge. Smoke went up there too. Campfires, most likely.

Rike's remnants had made camp above the canyon in a fold of rock where the wind didn't reach. Three hundred brutes, near enough, and they were digging. Long trenches. They carried their dead up out of the crater two at a time and laid them in rows and covered them, and they'd been doing it for two days, and they were hungry. The Legion had marched with its food in the wagons, and the wagons had burned.

A single figure came down the slope alone. Halberd across his shoulders. Rike.

Tellik stepped out in front of the Coalition and stood there with his mace hanging loose at his side. Rike stopped ten paces off. Neither of them attacked, and Jonathan understood that this was, for both of them, a warm greeting.

"Tracker," Rike said.

"Inquisitor, or should I say, commander?"

"I heard you lost your arm."

"I heard you lost your mother."

Rike's eyes narrowed. He looked past Tellik and found Jonathan and stayed on him.

"You. Lord Nightmare." He came two steps closer. Up close, he was enormous, and the scars on his face were old and new both. "Your sister punched two of my men unconscious a few months back. On the trade road. I have thought about it every day since."

"She's in the tower now," Jonathan said. "In a collar."

"I know where she is." Rike set the butt of the halberd in the dirt. "I want my mother. I want her out of that tower and out of that man's bed. And I want the Prophetess dead."

"Those things we can agree on."

"What I will not do is serve a sorcerer. I am done serving others."

"I don't want you to serve," Jonathan said. "But perhaps we could walk in the same direction?"

"If we were to, how do you suppose we face Fade? We will all likely die."

Jonathan pulled his shirt open. The horns pulsed red on his chest, slow and heavy.

Rike leaned in. He knew the Sorcerer's lily—every Inquisitor knew the lily—but this was different.

"That isn't a Sorcerer's mark."

"It is. But it isn't one you've ever seen before. Every time anyone fucks someone I've had, I get stronger, and they slip further away from Fade's control. My power feeds on that bastard's lust."

"Prove it."

"I'll do it," Caidy said.

She was already naked. Rike looked at her, at the red braid and the freckles and the shirt coming off over her head, and he took half a step back, which he had not done for Tellik.

"Quick demonstration, aye?" Caidy walked up to him and put both hands flat on his chest plate. "Off. All of it. I have never had a brute, and I've always wanted to."

Rike looked at Jonathan.

"She does what she wants," Jonathan said.

The brute unbuckled his armour. It came off in slabs. Caidy laughed delightedly when she saw the size of his meat.

"Oh, that's a proper one."

She got on her knees in the dirt and took him in both hands. Her fingers didn't meet around it. She dragged her tongue up the whole length and closed her mouth over the head and worked her jaw until she'd got the first third of him in, and Rike made a sound in his chest and put one massive hand on the back of her head.

"Don't push," she said around him. "I'll get there."

She got there. She spat, and stroked, and took him deeper, and Jonathan watched, along with three hundred brutes on the ridge, and Tellik watching from beside him, and Gobby watching with her mouth open, and he felt nothing from the mark yet because nobody had come. But he felt plenty going on in his pants.

Caidy pulled off, She stood and turned around, bending over a fallen wagon wheel. She reached back and spread herself with two fingers.

"Come on. Show me what brute cock is made of."

Rike took her hips and pushed in. Caidy shouted. Her fingers dug into the wheel spokes and Rike kept pushing until his hips met her ass, and then he held there while she breathed.

"Fuck. Fuck, you're in my stomach; any further and you'll come out my damned mouth. Alright. Alright, go."

He went. Slow at first, long thrusts that made her groan every time he bottomed out, then faster when she started slapping the wheel and cursing at him. His hands covered her hips entirely. Her tits slapped together and she reached down and grabbed one and squeezed it while he pounded her.

"Harder. You're going to make me feel it, brute, come on..."

Rike's face changed. Some of the flatness went out of it. He set his feet and drove into her, all his weight behind it, and Caidy's cursing turned into one long rising sound.

"There. There, oh fuck, there, Jonn, watch this, watch him fucking split me..."

She came screaming. Her legs went out and Rike held her up by the hips and kept going. The mark on Jonathan's chest blazed.

Rike grunted and buried himself and came, and Caidy moaned and pushed back onto him and took it. He pulled out. She stayed bent over the wheel with her thighs shaking. She looked over her shoulder at Jonathan and winked.

"Well?"

"Yeah," Jonathan said. His voice came out steadier than he expected. "Yeah, that worked."

Rike put his cock away and looked at Jonathan with his brow furrowed.

"I felt nothing."

"Rude," Caidy interjected.

"You wouldn't. It's not for you." Jonathan walked over to the wagon bed and set his elbow on the scorched wood. "Sit down."

"What?"

"Arm wrestle. You want proof? Sit."

Rike sat. He wrapped his hand around Jonathan's, and his fingers came halfway up Jonathan's forearm, and his face said he was about to be careful not to break anything.

They began, and Jonathan put Rike's knuckles into the wood. It took about a second. The wagon bed cracked.

Rike looked at his own hand. He flexed it. He looked at Jonathan's arm, which had not changed size, and then at the horns pulsing on his chest.

"Again."

Jonathan did it again. Slower, so he could feel it. Rike pushed with everything he had and his shoulder shook and the veins stood out in his neck and Jonathan's arm didn't move until Jonathan decided it would.

"What?" Rike said quietly. "You didn't even brace."

"I told you. I gain power each time one of my girls has sex. And Fade's been making sure I am well fed in that regard."

* * *

The camp that night ate Coalition rations, and Rike's brutes stopped looking at Jonathan's people like meat around the second bowl.

Around the third, Caidy stood up from the fire and stripped again. Then Fiafa did, without a word, sword belt hung on a tent pole. Then Gobby, who kissed Jonathan on the cheek first and said "for the essence, Father," in a voice that didn't sound like she cared about essence at all.

The brutes lined up.

Caidy organised it. She put Fiafa on a bedroll by the biggest fire, and the faen went down on her back with her legs spread wide. She was rather silent, until she wasn't. Gobby climbed onto a supply crate on her hands and knees and a brute three times her height stepped up behind her, and she said "oh" in a small high voice as she was stretched to her literal capacity. Caidy took two at once, on her knees between them, and talked the whole time.

"Slow down. No, you, the one in my mouth, you're fine. You, slower, I want to feel it... yes. Like that. Fuck, you're all built the same, aren't you..."

The line kept moving. Brutes finished and stepped away and others took their place, and the three women were passed forward and back, fire to crate to bedroll, cum shining on Gobby's purple thighs, on Fiafa's small tits, on Caidy's face. Fiafa came the second time with a brute's hand flat on her stomach and she grabbed his wrist and held it there and swore in Faen. Gobby came so hard the crate broke. They just passed her around like a fleshlight after that, her body bulged like a pocket pussy as brute cock entered her.

Jonathan sat on a rock at the edge of the firelight and let it pour into him. Every orgasm. He'd stopped counting at twenty. At this rate he was going to be able to throw a wagon.

Rike lowered himself onto the rock beside him. He'd stayed out of the line. He watched Fiafa take a brute's cock into her throat and swallow when he finished.

"My mother built power with her body," Rike said. He said it low, and he didn't look at Jonathan. "Ten years in a pen. She turned every one of those fucks into a soldier. Here you are, building power with everyone else's body." He nodded at the fire. Gobby was literally thrown from one brute to another after they were done with her. "I can't decide if that's better or worse."

"Neither can I."

Caidy shouted something across the camp, and three brutes laughed, and one of them lifted her clean off the ground and set her down onto him.

"I have terms," Rike said.

"Go on."

"My mother. When we take the tower. She is mine to reclaim. Not yours." He turned his head and looked at Jonathan for the first time since he sat down. "You said the mark takes them. Everyone he fucks that you've had. You have not had her, and you will not. She comes out of that tower, my mother, not your... whatever you call them."

"Claimed."

"Not your Claimed."

Jonathan watched Fiafa get turned over onto her knees. The mark on his chest was full to bursting; red smoke he could see now coming off all three women in sheets.

"Agreed," he said.

He said it before he'd thought about it at all.
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Chapter 13: Ledger

Fade read the numbers off the casualty sheet Saikhi had left at his elbow, nobody else at the war table dared to.

"Four hundred and eleven Sentinels. Goblins, one hundred and sixty of one hundred and eighty. Eya's augmented, thirty-eight of thirty-nine." He turned the page. "Kordak."

"He's in two pieces in the cold room," Marra said.

"Hmm." Fade set the sheet down. "Now the other column. Aurra estimated losses numbered over a thousand. Additional forces added: Aurra. Sala. Six Mern. Marra. Every woman in this tower who matters. Aurra's Legion is either dead or starving in the wilderness, and Cliffside was a city with no army in it. Despite our losses, we have effectively won the war."

"And you have no army either," Marra said from her perch on the window ledge.

"I have Sentinels."

"You left most of them in Dormik."

"I left them in Dormik because Dormik feeds us and Rike knows it." Fade tapped the map. "Eya holds the village now. That leaves the tower thin. So we thicken it." He pointed at Saikhi, who stood at the foot of the table with her ledger against her chest. "Garth."

"He is still running the brothel, my lord," Marra said.

"Yes but the brothel can run itself. He is a former guard captain. He ran the wall at Cliffside for years. Pull him out of that whorehouse and give him the village militia."

"He'll complain."

"He'll do it." Fade leaned back. "And bring my little Myst up from the barracks. Take the collar off her."

Marra's tail stopped moving. "Are you sure?"

"She's mine. Every time I've looked at her she's had a cock in her and my name in her mouth. Her sorcery makes her the strongest thing in this tower after me. I want it turned back on. Her power runs on cum and she has been very well fed." Fade stood. "Do it today. Saikhi, walk with me. I want to see what you dug out of your library."

* * *

The lab under the tower smelled of Painsley's beasts, burnt sugar and vinegar. Sala stood at the long bench in a white robe cut to her navel, a runed collar at her throat, and she looked up when Fade came in with a smile that reached all the way to her eyes.

"Master. Your administrator brought me a gift this morning."

Flankenstein's notes lay spread across the bench. Twenty loose pages in a cramped hand, diagrams in the margins, half the ink faded. Saikhi walked behind Fade with her hands folded.

"I found them shelved under agricultural yields, my lord. Someone had mistaken the anatomical sketches for livestock."

"And?" Fade asked Sala.

"He never wrote down the sorcery. That died with him." Sala ran a finger down a page. "But he wrote down what the sorcery did. Every measurement. Every stage. And the last four pages are his attempt to do it without sorcery. Herbs, salts, a distillate from moctus root." She looked up. "I can brew this."

"You're certain."

"I ran Sidim's breeding pits for a decade, Master. I know a working recipe when I read one." She tapped the final page. "It's slow. Weeks, not seconds, and the subject feels every day of it. But once it takes, it doesn't come back off. Flankenstein could undo his own work. This can't be undone."

Fade picked up the page and read the heading. He put it down again.

"Start with some small tests." He turned and pointed through the barred door at the end of the lab, where a man in torn Sentinel grey sat against the wall of the holding cell. "That one. Caught at the treeline last week with Jonn's name in his mouth. Use him."

"Yes, Master." Sala was already reaching for a jar.

"But do it later, right now, I need you for the breeding rite."

Fade held the breeding rite in the throne room because he wanted every clerk and guard and kitchen girl in the tower to see it.

Aurra knelt on the dais on a spread of black fur with her hair unbound and her hands bound behind her with silk. Sala stood over her with a bowl. The mirrored floor threw both of them back up at the court, doubled.

"The Breeder Queen," Fade said from the throne, "gave the Legion a thousand sons. Now she will give the Dread Kingdom tens of thousands of sons from my hall. Prophetess, begin."

Sala dipped two fingers in the bowl and painted a line from Aurra's throat down between her breasts to her navel. The paste was black. Aurra shivered where it touched.

"It quickens the womb," Sala told the court, painting circles around each nipple. "A brute pregnancy runs nine months. Under the rite, it runs one. Under the rite and Master's seed, we'll see." She slid her hand down between Aurra's thighs and pushed the paste inside her, slow, two fingers to the knuckle, and Aurra moaned and rocked forward onto the fur. "She's ready, Master."

Fade came down the steps. He took Aurra by the hair and pushed her face into the fur, hauled her hips up, and drove in. She was soaked. She cried out into the fur and pushed back.

"Please. Please, Master, breed me, put a son in me..."

"Louder. Zigarete, count for me."

Zigarete stood beside the throne with her spear and counted strokes in a flat voice as the court listened. Fade fucked Aurra on the dais until the count passed two hundred and her thighs shook and she came sobbing his name. He held her hips and filled her. Sala knelt and pressed both palms flat over Aurra's belly and murmured, and Aurra's skin under the paste went warm to the eye, a flush spreading outward from the navel.

"It took," Sala said. "She'll show by the tenth day."

Fade pulled out and wiped himself on Aurra's face.

"Now the rest."

Marra had done the gathering: every woman in the village below who had a working womb and no better excuse, and there were hundreds of them queued along the goblin tunnel with lanterns burning. Dormik farm wives. Sentinel widows. A row of merfolk from the coastal trade families, thirty at least, blue-green skin catching the lantern glow, webbed hands clasped in front of them.

The Goblin Queen waited at the mouth of the breeding hall in her golden chains with what was left of her tribe, every one of them already hard.

"You brought me fish," she said, looking down the line of merfolk. "We've never fucked fish before."

"You'll fuck them tonight." Fade touched her cheek, and her eyes went soft and stupid the way they did now. "How many of your boys can go before sunrise?"

"All of them. Twice."

The breeding hall had been a storage cavern once. Now stocks ran down both walls in rows, thick timber with a hole for the neck and two for the wrists and a bar across the back of the knees to keep the hips up and open. Yianna moved along the rows with a cloth and a bucket of oil, wiping down each stock, humming. Her maid's dress was hitched to her waist and goblin cum already ran down the insides of her thighs from the afternoon shift. She looked up at Fade and bowed without stopping her work.

"Everything is clean, my lord. Painsley's beast is in the far alcove for the women who want something bigger."

"Do any of them want something bigger?"

"Sixty so far, my lord. Some are merfolk. They said it reminded them of home."

Fade laughed. He walked the line as the women were locked in.

A Dormik farm wife, thick hips, went into the third stock with a goblin already climbing her from behind before the bar clicked. She grunted and then she moaned and then she stopped forming words at all. Beside her a Sentinel widow bit the timber and took two goblins in turn, then a third, and asked for the fourth by pointing with her chin.

The merfolk went in a block of twelve. Sala walked the row with her bowl and painted each one, throat to navel, and the paste turned their blue-green skin near black where it lay. The first to be mounted was a slim thing with fins along her forearms, and the goblin behind her drove in and she made a sound in her throat that echoed.

"It is thick, ka," she said. "Oh. It is very thick, ka."

Three stocks down, another merfolk clenched her webbed hands around the wrist holes and came with her gills flaring wide open along her sides, and the goblin behind her shouted and finished and the next one stepped up before he'd fully pulled out.

"Again, ka. Please again, ka."

"They wet everywhere," a goblin said with wonder, palming the merfolk's flank.

"That's how they breathe," the Queen said.

The Queen had claimed the centre of the hall for herself. She lay on her back on a heap of furs with two goblins in her at once, one in each hole, and a third across her face, and her blue skin shone with sweat and oil. She pushed the one off her face long enough to shout.

"Yianna. The end stocks are dry. Oil them."

"Yes, my Queen." Yianna knelt behind the last stock with her bucket, oiled the merfolk locked in it with two long strokes of her palm, and then bent forward and put her tongue where her hand had been until the woman moaned. A goblin took Yianna from behind while she did it.

Painsley's alcove was loud. The tentacle beast filled the back of it, and six women had gone in willingly, and Painsley rode the thing with a limb in each hole and directed the others by pointing.

"You, fish tits, spread wider, it's got a fat one for you. There. There you go. Told you. Isn't that better than a fucking goblin?"

"It is better than a goblin, ka," the merfolk gasped, a slick limb thicker than her arm pumping into her. "It is better than my husband, ka."

"Everything's better than your husband." Painsley threw her head back and came with her belly bulging around the limb inside it. "Master. Master, look. Look what I'm breeding for you."

Fade looked. He walked the rows with Sala at his heel and the paste going on skin after skin, and he took the ones that caught his eye, a farm wife with a fat ass, a merfolk who was a stunning specimin, and even Yianna when she wasn't busy assisting. Cum pooled under the stocks, goblins slumped along the wall between rounds, the Queen still going with a line waiting.

"We will have an army bred back to full force in a few months," Sala said at his shoulder. Her hand was between her own legs and had been for an hour.

"Good. Bring all the surviving brutes that have joined us; let them breed as well. The Mern too; have Painsley help them mount the Merfolk; we might make a whole new species."

"Yes, Master. Can you breed me now too?"

* * *

Marra found Fade on the stairs coming up from the caves at dawn, alone, and put herself in his path.

"Someone at court is slipping."

Fade stopped. "Slipping?"

"Someone is leaking information to Rainfell. And I have heard… his name whispered more than once. "I can find out who. I can fuck the truth out of them."

"Good. Find them, and if you do. Bring me their name."

She chose Saikhi first because Saikhi was the one who had absently said the previous administration in the war room. It had not gone unnoticed by Marra.

The archive was empty at that hour. Saikhi stood on a ladder with an armful of ledgers and turned when the door shut. Marra floated over to her, her wrap sliding off her shoulders.

"Queen Marra. I have the eastern tunnel figures ready for..."

"Later." Marra pulled her off the ladder. Ledgers hit the floor and fanned open. She pushed the ashborn back against the shelving and got a hand up under her dress and found her bare and already damp. "Fade's in a good mood and said I could have you. Spread your legs for me."

"Yes, Queen Marra."

They floated down, and Marra dropped to her knees and put her mouth on her. Saikhi's hands found the shelf edge above her head and gripped. Marra ate her slow, tongue flat and wide, and worked two fingers in, knuckle deep, and curled them, and felt the moment Saikhi's hips started moving on their own. She stood, kept the fingers in, and pressed her body to Saikhi's front, purple against crimson, and set her mouth by the woman's ear.

"Good. Keep coming toward it. Right there." She pumped her hand and felt the wetness run down her wrist. Saikhi's breath broke into pieces against her cheek. "Now. Here's my question, and you're going to answer it. When you come for Fade. When he's in you on that throne, and you call him Master. Who are you thinking of?"

Saikhi's whole body locked. Her blue eyes went wide and wet, and Marra watched her fight it, fight the power that sat in Marra's fingers and pulled the answer up out of her like a bucket from a well.

"When I come, I say Master." The words came out in a whisper, shaking. "I mean Jonn."

Marra didn't move her hand.

Saikhi started crying. Not loud. Tears ran down her face and dripped off her chin onto Marra's shoulder, and her hips were still rocking on Marra's fingers; she couldn't stop that either, and her voice came out very small.

"Please. Please don't. He'll make my mind mush, take Gobbo and Gobby's names out of me. Please, Queen Marra, I can't stop it, I've tried to stop it, every time he's in me it's Jonn's face, I don't know why, it gets louder every day, please..."

Marra knew she could walk up the flights of stairs to Fade and say one sentence, and Saikhi would be the next "experiment" that Sala ran.

Marra took her fingers out. She looked at them, slick and shining. Then she took Saikhi by the shoulders and pulled her down onto the fallen ledgers on the floor and lay on top of her.

"Shut up," Marra said, and kissed her.

She fucked her. She put her fingers back in and her thigh against her own cunt and ground down, and Saikhi sobbed into her mouth and clutched at her horns, and Marra kept going. Until Saikhi came. Marra didn't stop. She turned her over and took her from behind with her hand, tail wrapped around Saikhi's thigh to hold her open, and made her come a second time, and a third, until the sobbing thinned out into panting and then into moans.

Saikhi lay on her face on the ledgers, shaking, quiet.

Marra sat back. She wiped her hand on her own thigh and looked at the back of Saikhi's head, at her beautiful white hair and crimson skin. She pulled her wrap back over her shoulders and left the archive. She did not go up the stairs, and she could not have told anyone why.
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Chapter 14: Reunion

Garth had Myst bent over Aldo's desk with her dress shoved up to her ribs and his gut resting on her back.

"Fade said you were meant to be my bodyguard." He drove in and the desk legs scraped the floorboards. "Didn't say anything about you begging for it every night."

"I need it." Myst pushed back onto him. Her mark glowed above her womb, brighter than it had any right to be, no null collar to choke it. "It's fuel. The more I take, the harder I hit. You want me hitting hard when Rike comes, don't you?"

"I want you hitting whatever the tower tells you to hit."

"Then feed me your cum, Captain."

He grabbed her hips and fucked her faster. Three weeks in Dormik. Three weeks since Fade had pulled him out of the Tower's Desire and handed him two hundred farmers with pitchforks and called it a militia. Three weeks of Eya's Sentinels on the palisade looking twitchy and no word from the tower except a note saying hold. The only good part of the whole posting was the sorcerer under him right now, who took his cock like she'd been starving for it.

"Harder," Myst said. "I can feel it. Every time you finish, I can feel it go in. I built half of this town's palisades thanks to your cum."

"I know, I watched you do it."

"So come in me. Come in me and let me get stronger."

Garth grunted and finished. Myst moaned and ground back onto him and he felt the pull of it, her body drinking him through the skin, and when he pulled out, there was nothing left. All absorbed. She stood up and the glow on her belly pulsed.

"Ah, that's better," she said.

"Get some sleep. Eya's taking the watch tonight."

Myst pulled her dress down and walked to the cot in the corner. She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling but did not sleep. Garth had already poured himself a drink.

Outside, the granary doors opened.

Nobody heard them. Six villagers in Dormik homespun had oiled the hinges at dusk, and three of them had the same face, and that face belonged to the village elder. The doors swung wide onto the dark. Beyond the palisade, on the south side where the Sentinel watch had thinned because Eya trusted the marsh, three hundred brutes walked in. Rike had drilled it into them for a week. The first Sentinel died with a hand over his mouth. The second turned around and saw a brute the size of a doorway standing in front of him and got as far as opening his mouth before being turned to paste.

The third screamed.

Eya woke to the scream and was on her feet before she understood she was awake.

She slept in the barracks with her men because Fade had told her to. Two of them were already dead in their bunks. A brute stood between the rows with a cleaver dripping and turned its head toward her, and she raised both hands and every drop of blood in the room stood up.

It came out of the two dead Sentinels in ropes. It came out of the cleaver. It came up off the floorboards where it had pooled and hung in the air awaiting orders. Eya gave them. The brute's own blood tore out through its skin in a hundred places, and it fell apart standing.

She walked out the barracks door with the blood following her.

The square was full of them. Brutes going door to door with farmers running between their legs. Sentinels forming a knot by the well and dying at the edges of it. Eya put her hands out and pulled, and eleven brutes came apart at the joints, their blood ripping free and joining the mass that hung around her shoulders. It was heavy. She had never held this much before.

Then the crowd of brutes parted and one walked through.

Halberd on his shoulder. Rike.

Eya threw everything at him.

The blood wrapped Rike from his boots to his throat, and pulled. She felt it bite into muscle. She felt it start to crush. Rike stopped walking and reached up with his free hand and took a fistful of the red rope at his neck and tore it off. Then the next. He peeled her sorcery off his body like a wet shirt and dropped it in the mud, then kept coming.

Eya screamed at him. She pulled the blood back off the ground and hurled it at the man who had killed Kordak. "You killed him!" She threw. Rike shrugged it off. "You cut him in half! He was mine!" She didn't know that was true until she said it.

"He should have dodged," Rike said.

* * *

Jonathan came through Aldo's front door.

Gobbo was behind him with a club and a dozen Aldos. Tellik had peeled away twenty paces back to circle the building. Reports said Myst was holed up in here.

Garth stood behind the desk with a war hammer he'd clearly just picked up. Four Sentinels in Fade's grey had their swords out. And Myst stood in front of all of them, her fist at the ready and her mark blazing purple. She looked at Jonathan without recognition.

"Jonn." Garth's voice came out level. "Look, I want you to know, it's not personal. Never was. You were the winning side, then Fade was. I go where I can keep breathing."

"You have my sister."

"Really, it is just business." Garth pointed the hammer. "Myst. Kill them."

She moved.

The nearest thing to her was one of the Aldos. Myst hit it once in the chest. It came apart. Exploded into chunks. Ribs and meat and both arms going in four directions, and the wall behind it painted red. The Sentinels flinched, and even Garth took a step back from his own weapon.

Then she turned to Jonathan.

She came at him at a run and her fist came up, and he saw it stall. A quarter second. Her arm bent wrong at the top of the swing like it had forgotten what it was for, and her eyes blurred and Fade's hold shoved her forward. She aimed directly at Jonathan's face.

Jonathan caught it.

His hand closed around her fist and held it, and the force of it went into his shoulder and his heels dug two inches into the floorboards but he did not move. Three hundred brutes and weeks of Fade's celebrations sat in him. He looked at her over their locked hands.

"It's me," he said.

Myst's mouth opened.

"It's me, Mari. It's Jonathan." Jonathan said his own name; it was a complete surprise to him that the game system allowed it.

Her whole body shook. He felt it through her fist. Her face cracked straight down the middle.

"Jonathan?"

"Yeah."

"Jonathan." She pulled her fist back out of his hand and looked at it. Then she looked at the Sentinels behind her, and at Garth, and her face changed. "Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me."

She turned around and hit the first Sentinel so hard he went through the desk.

Jonathan took the second. He didn't have a weapon and didn't need one. The man swung and Jonathan caught the blade in his palm and it cut him and stopped, and he pulled the sword out of the man's hand and hit him with the pommel and the man dropped. Myst had the third by the collar and the fourth by the wrist and she put them into each other. Behind them Gobbo stood in the doorway with his club raised but there was nothing left to swing it at.

"Nice," Jonathan said.

"Shut up." Myst was breathing hard. "How long. How long was I..."

"A while."

"I called him Master while he..." She stopped. She looked down at herself, at the dress, at the glowing mark. "I can still feel it. It's still in there. It's just quieter than you are."

"That's how it works, I guess. I'll explain later. Where's Garth?"

Garth was gone. The back window stood open. Jonathan stepped over the Sentinels and looked out and saw the former captain of the Cliffside guard running across the elder's yard with his hammer thrown away and his gut bouncing, heading for the marsh gate at a speed nobody would have credited him with.

He ran straight into Tellik.

The faen stepped out from behind the woodshed at exactly the right moment as his mace came around and hit Garth in the face. Garth's feet kept going for half a step after the rest of him stopped. He landed on his back in the mud with his nose flattened and both eyes rolled white.

Tellik looked down at him, then up at the window.

"Alive," he said. "I can kill him if you want."

"No. He knows things we might need to know."

* * *

Eya had Rike on the ground. Jonathan saw it as he came out of the elder's house with Myst at his shoulder. The blood sorceress stood in the centre of the square with her arms out, both hands shaking and a mass of red hanging off her like a cloak, and Rike lay pinned under a slab of it with his halberd trapped across his chest. He was tearing at it. It kept reforming faster than he could tear. He felt his blood being pulled against his body, and like he was about to pop. Brutes stood in a ring around them, and none of them could get close because the blood cut anything that came within ten feet.

Across the square, Caidy dropped from the brute she'd been riding on top of, carried into battle like a steed. She walked straight into the blood. It cut her. Lines opened along her forearms but she pressed on. Eya turned toward her and raised a hand. Caidy caught the hand, skin on skin, both of her bleeding palms closing around Eya's wrist.

Eya came.

Standing up. In the middle of the square with her arms out and her sorcery hanging off her. Her knees buckled and her back arched and every rope of blood she was holding dropped out of the air at once and hit the mud, and Rike rolled free of it, and Eya screamed and shoved her hips forward into nothing and came again before the first one finished.

"Oh, love," Caidy said. "You've been holding that in."

Eya couldn't answer. Caidy caught her under the arms as she went down and turned and walked her across the square to Jonathan like she was delivering a parcel.

"Seems like your Overflow sorcery works like a charm. Where do you want her?"

"Here's fine."

They put her on the granary steps. Eya was shaking so hard her teeth clicked. Her leathers were soaked through at the crotch and she was still coming in small aftershocks, hips twitching. She looked up at Jonathan and her eyes cleared enough to know him.

"Jonn." She swallowed. "Jonn, he killed Kordak, he cut him in..."

"I know, it sucks." Jonathan didn't like Kordak but there was a short time they were both on the same side.

"Fade brought his body back to the tower and he—" Her hips jerked. "What did she do to me, I can't stop, I can't.. It's like you touched me with your power."

"You want it to stop?"

She looked at him and shook her head.

He fucked her on the steps. Pulled her leathers down her thighs and pushed into her while the square filled with Rike's brutes and the last Sentinels threw down their swords. Eya wrapped her legs around his back and moaned.

"Harder. Jonn, please, I need it harder, I've been so..."

"Say it."

"So empty. He fucks me and it's nothing, it's nothing, it's like being fucked by a wall." She grabbed his shoulders. Her nails went in. "This isn't nothing. Why isn't this nothing?"

"Because you were mine before you were his."

She came around him with her heels drumming his back. He kept going. She came again and started crying and didn't stop moving her hips, and he pulled her up off the steps and turned her over and took her from behind with her cheek on the granary boards and Kordak's name coming out of her mouth between Jonathan's, and he finished in her deep and held there.

The mark didn't move. He'd expected that. Zero essence from his own cock.

He pulled out and stood up. Eya lay on the steps with her leathers around her knees and his cum running out of her and her white hair stuck to her face.

"More," she said.

"I'm done."

"I don't care whose. More. Please." She pushed herself up onto her elbows and looked at the ring of brutes and something in her face gave way completely. "Any of you. All of you. I don't care. Just fuck me."

Rike stood at the edge of the ring with his halberd back in his hands and blood running out of the cuts her sorcery had left in him.

"She's yours. Don't kill her." Jonathan said.

They lined up, Rike decided he would go first.

Jonathan felt the first burst of power hit him a few minutes later. Then the second. By the time Tellik had Garth tied up and Aldo's people had the granary locked down, the mark on his chest was full and Eya was face down on the steps taking her fourth brute with her hand between her own legs and begging the fifth to hurry up.

* * *

The debrief happened in the elder's back room. Tellik reported the count: forty-one Sentinels dead, sixty surrendered, nine brutes lost. Aldo reported the granary full and the village intact except for one barn. Rike said nothing and bled onto the floor until Gobby made him sit and cleaned him up. Caidy came in with her arms bandaged and sat on Jonathan's knee and fell asleep there halfway through, and he shifted her onto the cot without waking her.

After the debrief, Rike carried Caidy away and the others left Myst and Jonathan to catch up.

She sat on the edge of the cot with her arms crossed and her mark glowing through the fabric of her dress. She hadn't said much up until then.

"Explain the mark," she said. "Properly, please."

He explained it.

She listened to the whole thing without interrupting. When he got to retroactive, her eyebrows went up. When he got to every time someone else makes them come, she closed her eyes.

"So Fade's been feeding you. Every time he had me on that throne. Every time he handed me to the barracks." She opened her eyes. "You felt that."

"Yeah."

"Did you watch?"

"A few times."

"Jesus Christ, Jonathan." But she wasn't angry. She rubbed her face with both hands and laughed, a short tired sound. "You know what the worst part is? I could tell. Somewhere in the back. Every time one of them finished, there was this pull, and I thought it was Fade, and I'd say his name, and it was you the whole fucking time."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. It's the only reason I'm sitting here talking to you instead of taking your head off." She looked at her hands. "I turned an Aldo clone into pudding tonight. I've never been that strong. Garth's been pumping me full for three weeks."

"I know. I could see it."

"Of course you could." She stood up. She crossed the room and stood in front of him and put her hand flat on his chest, over the horns, and he felt her pulse through her palm. "It's still in there. Fade. It's quiet, but it's in there, and I don't know what happens if I go to sleep."

"You can stay near me."

"How near."

He didn't answer. She was already close enough that he could feel her breath on his face.

"This is a terrible idea," she said.

"Probably."

"You're my brother."

"Technically not by blood anymore." He pulled his shirt open. "These aren't the bodies we were born in, Mari. Isekguy built them from scratch."

"That's the worst thing anyone has ever said to me." She grabbed the back of his neck and kissed him.

She kissed hard. She tasted like the wine Aldo had poured and underneath it like her, and her hand went down the front of his pants and closed around his cock. He was already hard and she made a sound against his mouth.

"Fuck. Okay. Okay, fine, take the dress off me."

He tore it. Fabric split down the side seam, and she stepped out of it and kicked it away and stood in her black underwear with the mark blazing on her belly, and she pushed him down onto the cot Caidy had vacated and climbed onto him.

"I'm not doing this because of the mark," she said, straddling him, working her underwear aside. "I want that clear. I'm doing this because I've been fucked by a monster for two months and I need something more familiar."

"I'm very familiar."

"Shut up." She sank onto him.

He filled her in one push, and she let out a breath. Her thighs gripped his hips. She started moving, slow, dragging herself up and dropping, and he grabbed her waist, and she slapped his hands away and pinned them over his head.

"No. My pace. I've had enough of men setting the pace."

"Yes, sis."

She rode him. Her hair swung across her face and her breasts moved with each drop and the glow on her belly pulsed brighter every time she took him deep, and she watched his face the whole time.

"I think you've gotten bigger. You're cock that is."

"Essence. At least I think that is why."

"Cheater." She ground down and gasped. "Oh. Oh, right there. Don't move."

He didn't. She did all of it, hips rolling, one hand braced on his chest over the horns, and when she came she came quiet, a held breath and a full-body shudder and her pussy clamping around him so hard his eyes watered.

"Your turn," she whispered. "In me. Let me have it."

He came in her. She moaned and rocked through it and he felt her body take it the way it had taken Garth's, drinking, the mark on her belly flaring so bright it lit the ceiling.

"Huh," she said, looking down. "Yours tastes different."

"You can taste it?"

"Through the skin. Don't ask me how." She climbed off him and lay down along his side with her leg over his and her head on his shoulder. "This is so fucked up."

"Yeah."

* * *

Kyle watched Dormik fall on the big monitor with a Mountain Dew sweating in his hand. Lily was asleep on the couch behind him with one wing hanging off the cushion. He watched the granary doors swing and the brutes come over the wall and Eya's blood stand up, and when Jonathan caught his sister's fist, he shouted "Let's go!"

Then Jonathan took a sword to the palm and Kyle's fingers moved before his brain did, muscle memory from a thousand hours of dev testing, and he typed /heal jonn_nightmare and hit enter, and the console gave it back to him in red: PERMISSION DENIED.

He laughed. It came out thin and went on too long. Lily sat up on the couch with her hair a complete tangle. She looked at him and got up. She walked over and dropped to her knees between his legs without a word. She got his shorts open and looked up at him with his cock in her hand and rolled her eyes so hard he could see white, and then she put her mouth on him and went back to work.
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Chapter 15: Hope

Saikhi opened the ledger before the lamp had finished catching. The first page of the morning was always the same. Grain in. Ore out. Bodies bred in the lower hall, by race, by stock number, by sire. She wrote the figures in the tight hand and the quill never stopped moving.

The second page was similar.

Mern roost. Six beasts, fed at fourth bell and tenth bell. Handlers rotate in threes. Painsley present at feeding, absent between. Roost door bolts from the outside only.

Below that, in the same steady hand: Guard rotation, east gate. Twelve men, four shifts, change at the odd bells. Shortest shift, seventh to ninth bell, four men, all drinkers.

Below that: Kitchen tunnel to breeding hall. Unbarred. Yianna keeps the hinges oiled because the Queen complains about the squeak.

Saikhi read the page back once. She told herself it was an index. An administrator should know where every door in her building went and who stood in front of it. Fade had asked for the library reorganised, and the library had turned out to be the whole tower, every misfiled key and every mislabelled corridor, and she had simply written it all down where she could find it.

Efficiency. She dipped the quill again and added the time the roost handlers took their meal.

The evening briefing happened at the desk beside the throne, and it ended the way it always ended.

Talitha went first. Fade had her over the war maps with her harness unbuckled and her hatchets still on her hips, her patterned ass in the air and her forehead pressed to Dormik. He fucked her hard enough that the little wooden markers Zigarete had set out bounced off the table one at a time. Zigarete sighed at this frequent occurrence.

"Southern road," Talitha panted. "It's very quiet, my Chieftain. No brutes past the marsh. I'd spot them."

"What have you spotted?"

"Grain. Cren. The wagons." She braced both palms flat on the map. "Oh. Oh, right there. That's all, my Chieftain, just the wagons."

He came in her with a grunt and pulled out and slapped her ass, and she slid off the table onto her knees, still smiling.

"Saikhi."

She set the ledger down. He bent her across her own desk, over her own figures, and pushed her dress up over her hips. Her quill rolled off the edge. He was in her before the quill hit the floor.

"Mining," he said.

"Yields are up ten per cent, Master. The second goblin crew has reached the... the eastern seam." Her breasts flattened against the desk with every thrust. Ink smeared under her cheek. "Iron holds steady. Kordak— The forge is running without him. Eya's man Brynn has the... oh... has the heat right."

"Food?"

"Dormik's wagons arrived on schedule. Two days late on the meat. They said the marsh road flooded." She was wet. "Stores at nine weeks, my lord."

He grabbed the back of her neck and pushed her face into the ledger. The throne room watched. Alisa knelt at the foot of the dais with her hands on her armoured thighs and her collar chain pooled on the mirrored stone, and she watched too, bright-eyed, her tongue between her teeth.

"Breeding hall," Fade said.

"Two hundred and six confirmed, my lord. Merfolk rate is higher than the farm stock. Sala thinks the... their biology helps quicken the paste." Her hips were moving on their own. She could feel the cock plunge into her. She could feel the other thing too, the thing that had been getting louder and louder, the face that came up behind her eyes every time he got close to finishing her.

"You're close," Fade said.

"Yes, my lord."

"Say my name when you come."

"Yes, Mas..."

It rose. It rose the way it always rose now, out of the middle of her, warm and heavy, and it had a name attached and the name started with a J. Her mouth opened. Her teeth closed on her own tongue so hard she tasted blood.

She came with her face in the ledger.

Fade finished in her and stayed for a moment, breathing, one hand spread on her lower back.

"Good girl."

He pulled out. He went back up the steps to the throne, and Saikhi stayed bent over the desk until her legs remembered how to hold her.

Alisa crawled over.

She went to Talitha first. She pushed the huntress's knees apart where she sat on the flagstones and put her mouth between them and licked, long slow strokes from the bottom to the top, catching what ran out and swallowing it. Talitha put a hand in her hair and sighed.

"Every drop," Talitha said.

"Every drop, wife." Alisa licked her clean and kissed her thigh and turned.

Saikhi felt her mouth before she'd finished straightening. Alisa's tongue pushed up into her, hot and eager, and the ashborn braced both hands on the desk and let her. Alisa hummed while she worked. She hollowed her cheeks and sucked Fade's cum out of her and moaned at the taste, and when she came up her chin shone with it.

"Master's cum tastes so good out of you," Alisa said. "It's the Ashborn heat. I think." She licked her fingers. "Jonn used to say you ran hot."

Talitha's head came up.

Saikhi's hand closed on the edge of the desk.

The name sat there on the mirrored floor between the three of them, and Alisa kept licking her fingers, cheerful, as if she had said the word for bread.

They all looked to Fade. He was sound asleep. Napping on the throne. He would have easily heard Alisa's words otherwise.

"Keep that word out of your mouth," Talitha said.

"What word?"

"You know which." Talitha's collar pulsed once, purple, and her thighs pressed together and her breath caught. "Keep it out of your mouth, Alisa."

"Keep it out of your mouth," Saikhi said. Her voice came out thin. "Please."

Alisa looked between them. Her smile stayed where it was.

"Alright. Sorry, wife. Sorry, Saikhi." She bent and put one last kiss on the inside of Saikhi's thigh. "I'll keep it out."

Saikhi retreated to the library. It was the only room in the tower where she could hear herself think, and she had been thinking way too much.

The lamp had burnt down to a thumb of wick. Her ledger sat closed at her elbow. She had bitten her tongue so hard at the briefing that the tip of it still stung when she pressed it to her teeth, and she kept pressing it.

The door opened without a knock. Talitha slipped through it and shut it with her heel.

She had put the harness back on. Hatchets on her hips, collar chain looped over her shoulder so it wouldn't drag. She crossed the room and stopped on the other side of the table and put both hands flat on it.

"I need to tell you something," Talitha said. "And I need you to not look at me like I've lost my mind."

"Go on."

"The wagons. From Dormik." Talitha's fingers spread on the wood. "I've been meeting them at the east gate for a week. Fade wants me sniffing for brutes, so I sniff. Grain. Cren. Marsh mud." She stopped. "And him."

Saikhi's tongue pressed her teeth.

"I know his scent. I knew it before I knew his name. I knew it in the forest when I..." Her mind pulsed. Talitha's knees dipped and she gripped the table edge and breathed slowly. Sweat stood out on her upper lip. "When I hunted him. I can't say the rest. The thing in my head won't let me. But I can smell him, Saikhi. Nothing takes that from me. It's on the tarps. It's on the driver's seat. It's on the grain sacks."

"For a whole week?"

"Every wagon. Stronger every time." Talitha's eyes were wet and furious. "Tell me I'm mad."

Saikhi looked at her ledger.

"I bite my tongue," she said.

"What?"

"Every evening. When he finishes me. There's a name that wants to come out, and I bite my tongue until so it doesn't." She turned the ledger over and opened it to the second page and pushed it across the table. "And I write down where the doors are."

Talitha read the page. She put a finger on the line about the roost handlers' meal and looked up.

"Guard rotations? Saikhi, what's going on?"

"I think he is coming to save us." It came out of her in one breath, and her tongue stung. "I think he's coming. I think he's already close. I think that's what you're smelling."

Talitha closed her eyes. Her whole body shook once, hard, and her hand went to her collar and her other hand went to her thigh, and Saikhi watched her fight it. When she opened her eyes again, she was crying without any sound.

"I can't hold his face," Talitha said. "I try, and it goes. But I can hold the smell."

"Then hold the smell."

The library door opened.

Sala came in with the runed collar at her throat and a stack of parchment under one arm. Her white robe cut down to her navel. She saw the two of them at the table and her smile spread slow across her face.

"Administrator. Huntress." She walked to the table and slid her hand across it, and Saikhi's fingers moved before her brain caught up and closed the ledger and drew it back against her chest. Sala's eyes followed the movement. Then they went to Flankenstein's pages. "I came for those."

"They're yours." Saikhi pushed the pages toward her. "The last four are the distillate."

"Oh good, that saves me a lot of time." Sala gathered them. She tucked them under her arm and looked from Talitha's wet face to Saikhi's hand on the ledger and back. "Master has a task for the two of you tonight. He wants the Mern bred to the merfolk before the month is out, and the Mern don't know how to mount anything that isn't a Mern. Painsley has been teaching them. She needs bodies that can take it." She tilted her head. "He said his two favourite holes would do."

Talitha wiped her face with the heel of her hand. "Now?"

"Now."

The roost stank of leather and old meat. Six Mern hung from the rafters of the roost with their wings folded around them like grey cloaks, and their eyes opened one at a time when the door swung in, black and wet and tracking. The floor was straw over stone. Painsley sat in the middle of the straw with her legs spread and slime drying on her thighs. She looked up and grinned.

"There you are. Get your clothes off, ladies. Fluffy's been hard for an hour."

She meant the largest one. It dropped from the rafter while Saikhi was still unlacing her dress and landed on all fours in the straw, and it was the size of a cren, and between its hind legs hung a cock as long as Saikhi's forearm, grey, veined, tapered to a point and slick at the tip.

"Its breath will lock you up if it gets excited," Painsley said. "Don't panic when you can't move. That's the fun part. You're still in there. You feel all of it."

Talitha stripped down, her hatchets went on the floor by the door. She stood naked in the straw with her tattoos catching the lamp. She looked at the beast and swallowed.

"Fade wants this for merfolk," she said.

"Fade wants this because he wants it." Painsley crawled to the Mern and wrapped her hand around the base of its cock and stroked, and the thing rumbled and its wings twitched open a few inches. "Knees. Both of you. Side by side, asses up. It likes to choose."

They knelt. Straw pricked Saikhi's shins. She put her hands flat in it and her cheek against the back of her own wrist.

The Mern's breath came over them warm and sour. Saikhi felt her fingers stop answering her first. Then her arms. Then the whole length of her went heavy and she was kneeling with her ass in the air and her face in the straw and she could see, and she could hear, and she could feel Talitha's hip against hers and Talitha's breathing going ragged beside her. However, she could not move a single part of herself.

"There we go," Painsley said. "Both locked. Good girls. Let's get to knotting!"

The beast moved behind them. Claws in the straw. Saikhi felt its cock drag wet across her ass, and then across Talitha's, choosing, and then the tapered head found her and pushed.

It went in. She had taken goblins by the dozen and Fade every day for months and it still stretched her, the taper opening her a finger's width at a time, the veins dragging her walls, and she couldn't clench and couldn't shift and couldn't make a sound because her throat was locked with the rest of her. It kept coming. It filled her to the place Fade never reached and then past it, and her eyes watered, and her body, which had a schedule for everything, ran wet around it all on its own.

"Look at her take it," Painsley said. She had crawled around in front and lay on her side in the straw with her hand between her legs. "Fluffy likes your warm pussy. Very warm."

The Mern fucked her. Short hard drives, its hips slapping her ass, its weight pressing her forward into the straw.

"Huntress next," Painsley said, and slapped the beast's flank. "Switch."

It pulled out of Saikhi with a wet drag and she felt the empty ache of it. She felt Talitha jolt against her and heard the breath punch out of her. The beast had her. Saikhi watched Talitha's face from an inch away as she took it, watched her lips part and her pupils blow wide, watched the pleasure hit her hard.

Back to Saikhi. Back to Talitha. The beast went between them like it was choosing a favourite and couldn't, and Painsley talked the whole time.

"That's it. In her. Now her. Fuck, look at them both dripping. Fluffy's going to want this every night, you know that? Master's going to have you two on your knees under a Mern until it knocks you up."

The paralysis was thinning. Saikhi felt it come back into her fingers first, a tingle; the first sound she made was a moan she'd been holding in. Talitha's hand crawled through the straw and found hers and gripped.

The Mern came in Saikhi. She felt it pulse, thick and hot and far too much, and it kept pulsing, and it ran back out of her around the shaft and down her thighs into the straw. Painsley whooped. Then it pulled out and shoved into Talitha, still coming, and Talitha screamed into the straw and came with her whole tattooed back arched and her fingers crushing Saikhi's.

Saikhi came a heartbeat behind her, with her face turned into Talitha's neck and Mern cum running out of her.

The roost door opened.

Sala came in with her bowl.

"Painsley. Which one did it finish in?"

"Both. It's a fucking hose." Painsley sat up; with a white streak across her face, she had been splashed by the cum. "Started in the Saikhi, finished in Tali."

"Then I paint them both." Sala knelt in the straw beside Saikhi and dipped two fingers in the black paste. Saikhi lay with her cheek on Talitha's shoulder and watched the fingers come toward her throat and felt her stomach turn over.

A goblin runner burst through the door behind her.

"Prophetess. The tentacle beast. It's swelling up, Yianna says it's going to burst..."

Sala's fingers stopped an inch from Saikhi's skin.

"Urgh." She wiped the paste back into the bowl. "Painsley, with me. The Mern can wait. If that beast dies, Master will have all our skins." She stood and looked down at the two women on the floor, at the Mern cum pooling under them in the straw. "Next time perhaps."

She left. Painsley scrambled after her. The Mern climbed back into its rafter and folded its wings.

Saikhi lay in the straw until she could feel her toes. Then she sat up, and Talitha sat up with her, and they looked at each other with cum on their thighs and straw in their hair and the door standing open on the dark stairwell.

Then two more Mern dropped down and the girls went stiff again.

Painsley popped her head back in. "Almost forgot to say to make sure to take care of all of them while I'm away. Should take two hours. Three tops."

Six hours later, Saikhi and Talitha were thoroughly used, and the beasts were thoroughly taught.
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Chapter 16: Convoy

The root cellar under the Dormik granary smelled of grain. Garth sat against a sack of root vegetables with his wrists tied in front of him and his nose spread across his face, both nostrils packed with rag. Five days had turned the bruising from purple to a yellow that reached his ears.

Myst stood over him with her arms crossed. Her mark glowed through the front of the dress Aldo had "lying around," and every time Garth's eyes drifted up to it, she tapped her boot against his shin.

"Eyes on the floor, Garth."

Jonathan sat on an upturned barrel by the ladder with a lantern at his feet. Garth glanced at him; it was met by another swift kick from Myst.

"He won't know." Garth sighed.

"Who won't know what?" Jonathan asked.

"Fade. He won't know Dormik's been taken." Garth shifted and winced. "He doesn't check. He just talks to Saikhi about how many weeks of grain sat in the stores, and she gives him a number. Then he moves on to fucking people. That's how this town works. As long as the wagons roll up to the Dread Tower gate on schedule, he'll think Dormik's still his."

"That sounds a bit too convenient."

"It's true. I ran this place for three weeks and I got cren shit all from the tower." Garth licked his split lip. "You want to walk in through the front gate, you put your people under the grain. Nobody searches the wagons. Talitha smells them for brutes, and that's the whole inspection."

Myst looked at Jonathan. Jonathan approached Garth and crouched down to his level.

"Anything else you'd like to share?"

"Uh." Garth dug deep for more. "I heard Sala's brewing something in the lab Something to do with Painsley's tentacle monster; heard it called a graft. It used Flanken's work." Garth's eyes came up and went back down when Myst's boot moved. "And Marra's running a breeding line. Every woman in the village with a womb that works. Stocks along the walls, goblins, brutes, the Mern. They pulled the merfolk in too. Sala paints them with paste, and a few weeks later they pop out a new soldier that grows to maturity in a month."

"How many?"

"Hundreds. Probably more."

Jonathan stood up and turned to leave.

"Your job's still open," Jonathan said.

Garth blinked. "The brothel?"

"The brothel. The office. The girls. Same terms as before Fade."

Garth stared at him for a long moment with his packed nose whistling. Then his face rearranged itself into its old sleaze.

"What's the catch?"

"You're going to help us break into the Dread Tower."

"Good." Myst said, a hungry look suddenly overtaking her. "Untie his hands," she said.

"Mari?" Jonathan turned back to the pair of them.

"I might be done with Fade, but I'm not done with him." She pointed at Garth. "He's one of the best batteries I've got. Unless you want me to walk into the tower half-empty. So untie his hands, and I'll keep a close eye on him."

"Alright then." Jonathan cut the rope that bound Garth's hands. Garth flexed his fingers and looked between the two of them, this time it was not met with a kick.

"You want to use me to power yourself up?"

"Yes. Shut up. Lie down."

Garth lay down on the dirt. Myst hauled her dress off over her head and dropped it on the vegetable sack. She stood over him in nothing, her mark blazing purple. She got his belt open with two pulls and yanked his pants to his knees.

His cock stood up already. His cock worked a lot better than he did.

"You're hard already," she said. "That was fast."

"You're standing over me naked."

"Fair enough." She lowered herself onto him and guided his cock inside of her.

Garth's laid back into the packed dirt. Myst planted both hands on his gut, fingers spread on the soft roll of it, and started to ride. Her thighs worked. Her ass came down on his hips with a slap, and the lantern light moved on her back. She leaned into him every time she dropped to grind the base of him against her clit.

"Feed me, Captain."

"Myst..."

"Don't talk. Just cum." She rode him faster. Her breasts bounced and the mark on her flared with each stroke, brighter every time his cock plunged deep. Jonathan watched from the barrel.

He'd watched this before. Through the old Remote Viewing, through the LEDGER. But this was the first time he'd sat in the same room while his sister drank a coward dry.

Garth grabbed her hips. She let him. His fingers sank into her ass and pulled her down and she groaned and let him set the pace for a few minutes before she took it back.

"You're close. I can feel your cock twitching inside of me."

"Yeah..."

"Then give it to me. All of it."

Garth came with a strangled noise through his packed nose. His hips jerked up under her and Myst ground down and held him there. Jonathan watched the mark on her belly go from purple to near white as her body pulled his cum in through every wall it touched. Her thighs shook. She came with her nails dragging red lines down Garth's gut and her mouth open on a sound she bit off halfway.

The pulse hit Jonathan felt the essence flow into him. Then something behind it clicked over.

CONSORT.

Jonathan sat up straight on the barrel.

Myst climbed off Garth and stood. Cum ran down her for one second and then it was gone, absorbed.

"Ah, that's better," she said, and reached for the dress.

Garth got up.

He pulled his pants up and buckled them, then looked at Jonathan with an expression that didn't belong on his face.

"I'd have come back anyway," Garth said.

"What?"

"To your side. Even without the offer." He said it plainly. His hand came up and touched his own chest, over the heart. "I mean that… Huh… Why do I mean that?"

Myst pulled the dress down over her hips and looked at her brother. "I'm going to get some more juice, I think Gobbo needs some time with his aunty."

Johnathan nodded and let Myst leave.

Jonathan looked again at the confusion in Garth's face. He knew his CONSORT power had made him more loyal. That concerned him as much as it assured him.

In the end, it was probably a good thing.

Every Sentinel who'd Myst over a barracks table. Every officer who'd fucked Talitha whilst out on a hunt. Every brute in the breeding hall, every goblin, even the kitchen hand who'd had Saikhi at a Fade Night. Every one of them walking around inside the Dread Tower was ready to accept Jonathan.

"Well," Jonathan said. "Good to know it works."

* * *

Jonathan lay awake on a cot in Aldo's back room with Caidy's leg thrown over his and her breath going slow against his shoulder. The mark on his chest would not stop. Saikhi was over the desk again. He knew it the way he knew where his own hands were. The evening briefing. Fade's fucking her raw once again.

He closed his eyes and reached for the LEDGER.

It opened easier than it had a week ago. The red smoke around Saikhi had thickened enough that the picture came through in full, and the first thing he saw was her face.

Crimson cheek pressed to parchment. Blue eyes half shut. Her mouth open in a small circle. Fade stood behind her with both hands on her hips, driving into her, and every thrust shoved the desk an inch toward the dais and shoved Saikhi's face across the open page.

"...eastern seam holding at forty tons, Master..."

"Keep talking."

"Yes, Master, forty tons, the goblins are..."

Jonathan looked at the ledger under her face.

He could read it.

The words had never been legible before. The old Remote Viewing gave him bodies and sounds and not much detail elsewhere. But his new power was different. Everything was in crisp, high definition.

Guard rotation, east gate. Twelve men, four shifts, change at the odd bells. Shortest shift, seventh to ninth bell, four men, all drinkers.

Fade grabbed her hair and pulled her head back. Her chin came off the page, and Jonathan could read more.

Kitchen tunnel to breeding hall. Unbarred. Yianna keeps the hinges oiled.

"Say my name."

"Master. Master, please, I..."

Mern roost. Door bolts from the outside only. Handlers eat at ninth bell.

All of the Tower's guard rotations were there.

Fade fucked her harder. Her breasts flattened on the desk, and the quill rolled, and her hand came down flat on the page, over the words, fingers spread, and Jonathan watched her fight back her own orgasm.

She failed.

She came with her eyes squeezed shut and her whole body clenched around Fade's cock.

Thank you, Jonathan told her, inside his own skull, where she couldn't hear it. Thank you. You clever woman.

Later the vision moved locations. He was now watching the lab. He recognised the tank. It had been the size of a cart when Painsley kept the beast in it. Now it filled the back third of the room, and the tentacle beast inside it filled the tank, pressed against the glass, its skin lush and shiny. It had tripled in size since Jonathan last saw it.

Black paste streaked it in lines. Where the paste lay, the skin around it had gone dark and hard.

Fade stood beside the tank with his palm flat against the beast's flank. As Yianna serviced his cock on his knees.

His eyes glowed. He was looking at Sala, who was reading from several pages held up to the lamp.

"...the graft takes where the donor flesh meets the host… Flanken wrote here that the host must be held still by will, not by chains, because the graft must be willing or mindless. And the donor flesh must be from a sorcerer, living or dead."

Behind them, against the wall, stood a bloodied shape. A torso. A man's torso, heavy in the shoulders, scarred, cut clean across the waist.

Jonathan knew the scars on the chest. He'd put one of them there himself, the day at the mountain fortress when Kordak had gone for the spear.

"Kordak," he said, out loud, in the dark of Aldo's back room.

Caidy stirred against him and said nothing.

In the lab, Sala set the pages down and picked up a jar. Fade kept his palm on the beast and the beast's skin rippled under it. A limb the width of a man's leg lifted out of the tentacle monster and reached across the room toward Kordak's torso.

"Hold it still," Fade said.

"Yes, Master."

The vision went dark as Yianna was dismissed from her cock sucking duties.

"What the hell is he up to?"

* * *

A month later, the plan was in place. The convoy left Dormik an hour before dawn.

Eleven wagons. Dormik didn't usually send more than six. But the words chalked on the lead wagon's side read Harvest Tithe. The biggest shipment of the year. It sat on the road outside the granary with grain sacks stacked four high in every bed and a cren team stamping at every yoke.

Under the grain, packed shoulder to shoulder on boards laid across the wagon beds, lay the Coalition.

Brutes in the first five wagons, curled around their cleavers with sacks stacked on top of them. Tellik's rangers in the sixth and seventh. Aldo clones in the eighth. Myst rode in the ninth under a single layer of sacks with the rest of the militia.

Jonathan stood at the tailgate of the tenth wagon with Gobby already inside it, sitting on the boards with her knees drawn up, waiting for the sacks. Gobbo had gone forward with the brutes. Caidy walked up to Jonathan in her travelling leathers, she took his collar in both hands and pulled him down.

"Don't die."

She kissed him. Hard, her hand on the back of his neck. She held it long enough that Rike cleared his throat from the head of the column, and then she let go and slapped his chest over the horns.

"Get under the grain."

He climbed in. Aldo clones stacked the sacks over the two of them and the Sentinels that joined them.

The road ran north for a day and a half. It was going to be a long uncomfortable ride but this was the only way to avoid the Dread Tower scouts spotting them.

Around midday, Gobby's hand found Jonathan's crotch.

"Gobby?"

"Shh." Her whisper came out of the dark an inch from his ear. Her breath smelled of Aldo's wine. "I've been thinking. About what happens at the tower."

"We'll win."

"Or you die." Her fingers worked over his robes. "You're going in first. If Fade puts a hand on the right person at the wrong time..."

"Gobby..."

"I want to be with your child." She got his robe open, moving the grain sacks aside. Her small purple hand slid into his trousers and closed around his cock and he was already half hard from three hours of her body pressed along his. "I want it done before we get there. If the worst happens to you, then some of you stays."

"That's..."

"What I want." Her mouth found his in the dark. She kissed him fast and pulled back. "I'm a goblin, Father. We don't grieve. We breed. Now breed me."

She slid down his body. Grain shifted above them and settled. He felt her hair on his stomach and then her mouth on him, hot and wet, taking the head between her lips and sinking.

She sucked him slow. The wagon rocked and she rocked with it, her tongue rolling, her hand working the base in the dark interior of the wagon where she couldn't see. She'd learned how to suck from watching Saikhi. He could feel Saikhi's technique in it, like mother like daughter. She took him deep and held there, throat working, and came up gasping.

"Gobby. Fuck that's nice."

She climbed up his body. Her legs were bare under whatever she'd been wearing and she straddled him in cramped space, hunched under the sacks. She reached down between them and lined him up. And took her father's dick inside of her.

Tight. Wet already. Small enough that he felt every inch of the way in, her thighs shaking on either side of his hips, and she let out a breath against his neck and started to move in short careful rolls that.

"That's it," she whispered. "That's it, daddy, stay still, let me serve you."

He stayed still. She rode him, her hips working in a small tight circle, grinding down on him, and grain dust came down on both of them but she didn't stop. Her tight pussy gripped him. She whimpered.

"Feels so good. I've missed you inside of me." Gobby's hips rolled faster. "Cum in me. Cum in me before we get to the Tower, daddy, please, I need it done, I need to know it's done..."

Gobby clenched around him. She came with her teeth burried into chest. She was silent, her whole small body seizing on top of his, and the pull of it dragged him over with her. He came inside her, filling her with the seed she desired. Gobby lay flat on his chest, panting, his cock still in her.

The wagon rolled forward towards the gates of the Dread Tower.
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Chapter 17: Defeated

Talitha stood at the east gate with her hatchets on her hips and watched eleven wagons come up the trade road. Harvest Tithe had been chalked down the side of the lead wagon in letters a foot high. Garth sat on the driver's bench with the reins in one hand and a bandage across his nose, and he raised his other hand to her as the cren team slowed.

"Huntress."

"Captain. You're earlier than expected."

"Eya wanted it moved before the marsh road went under again." He climbed down. His gut had shrunk in the month he'd been gone. "Biggest haul of the year. Every sack in the granary."

The four gate guards had already started pulling the bar. Seventh to ninth bell, four men, all drinkers. Talitha walked along the first wagon with her palm on the tarp and put her nose to the canvas and breathed in.

Grain. Cren sweat. Marsh mud.

Him.

Her knees dipped. She caught the wagon rail. The scent came up off the tarp so thick she could taste it, sweat and skin and the thing under the skin that she had chased through the forest a lifetime ago. She killed the thought before she could finish it.

"You don't need to do that." Garth stood at her elbow. He spoke low. "I checked them myself in Dormik. Every sack. Nothing in there but grain."

Talitha looked at him. He held her eyes on him with suspicion. The bandage on his nose was new but she didn't care enough to ask how he got it. Probably in a brawl.

"You checked them."

"Every one, Huntress."

She let go of the rail. She walked back to the gate and stood aside, ordered the guards to open the gate. The bar came up, and the first wagon rolled through under the arch.

The scent followed it in.

The tarps came off in the yard.

Two Sentinels pulled the canvas back on the tenth wagon and started lifting sacks, and the third sack they lifted had a hand under it. The hand grabbed the Sentinel's wrist. Jonathan sat up out of the grain with dust in his hair and Gobby's teeth marks on his chest. He looked at the sergeant standing at the tailgate with a spear levelled at his throat.

He knew the face. He had watched this man three nights ago through the LEDGER, bent over Talitha on the officers' table.

The sergeant looked at Jonathan. The spear point dropped an inch. Then a foot. Then the butt of it touched the flagstones.

"Lord Nightmare?"

"Hello, Sergeant."

"You're..." The man's mouth worked. He looked at his own spear as if he had never seen one. "My lord, I... we thought you were dead."

"Yeah, me too."

The sergeant went down on one knee. The Sentinel beside him looked at the sergeant, looked at Jonathan, and his sword hand opened and the sword rang on the stone.

It spread.

Jonathan climbed out of the wagon, and Gobby climbed out after him. Every man in the yard who had ever had Myst in the barracks, or Talitha on a Fade Night, or Saikhi, or any of his Claimed, turned his head and stopped what he was doing. Jonathan watched it move across the yard. A man by the well set his bucket down. Two more by the stable door looked at each other and both of them knelt. An officer on the gatehouse steps shouted for a formation and half his squad ignored him and the other half drew steel.

"Traitors!" the officer roared. "Cut them down!"

The wagons erupted.

Sacks flew. Rike came up out of the lead wagon with his halberd already swinging and took the officer's head off before the man had finished barking orders. Dozens of brutes climbed out of the grain with cleavers, swords, and spears in hand, grain dust pouring off their shoulders. The Sentinels who had not knelt found themselves standing in a yard full of the Legion. Tellik's rangers came out of the sixth and seventh wagons with bows drawn and put arrows into the gatehouse archers before the archers understood what they were looking at.

The area around the gate fell in under a minute.

Jonathan quested through the middle of it. A Sentinel came at him with a sword and he caught the blade in his bare hand. It stopped against his palm and he twisted; the man went down. Gobby ran beside him with her club. Myst vaulted out of the ninth wagon with her mark blazing and hit a Sentinel captain so hard he went through the stable wall.

"Jonn Nightmare!"

The voice rang across the yard. Alisa stood in the inner archway in half-armour with her sword drawn, olive skin flushed, silver hair loose, and she had said his name the way she used to shout long may we stand, bright and clear.

She clapped both hands over her mouth. Her sword clattered.

Too late. The word had gone out through the archway behind her and down the corridors, and Jonathan heard it bounce off stone and come back changed. A kitchen girl shrieked it. A guard on the stairs repeated it as a question. Somewhere above, a man bellowed it as a curse.

Alisa's eyes were wet. She looked at Jonathan across the yard and took one step toward him and stopped. He mind pulsed and she had to grab the archway to stay upright.

"I wasn't supposed to say your name," she whispered. "I wasn't supposed to say it. Fade's going to kill me."

"Fade is going to have to get through me first." Jonathan reached her and put his hand on her cheek, skin to skin. Nothing came through the touch. The arousal and desire flowed anyway. Alisa wanted Jonathan to have her right then and there, but there wasn't time. "Where's Fade?"

"Throne room. He hasn't left it in weeks. He… can't." Alisa swallowed. "Jonn, you don't understand what he..."

Saikhi came out of the archway behind her, carrying a book under one arm and an iron key already in hand. She walked straight past Alisa and put the key into Jonathan's palm and closed his fingers around it.

"Mern roost," she said. "The handlers are at their meal. I locked it for you."

"Saikhi."

"I wrote it down where you could read it, my lord." Her voice cracked on the last word. "At least, I hoped you were reading."

"I was reading."

She nodded once. Then she put her forehead against his chest and held it there for one breath, and stepped back.

"Go, you need to reach Fade," she said. "Before they wake."

* * *

The main stairwell was wide enough for two brutes abreast, and Rike led them up it with Tellik on his left and Eya on his right. Jonathan was behind them with Myst and Gobby. The Sentinels who had turned came behind. The Sentinels who had not were dead in the yard.

They reached the fourth landing.

Something screeched above them, and the screech ended in a syllable.

"Skreee-ka."

Jonathan looked up.

They hung from the stairwell ceiling in rows—dozens of them. Grey leather wings folded around bodies the length of a man, and where the wings met the ribs, gill slits opened and closed. Webbed claws hooked into the stone. Black wet eyes tracked the column below. Sala's paste had bred the merfolk to the Mern, and here were the children, already grown.

"Skrells," Saikhi whispered. "Sala calls them Skrells. They should all still be in the lab, though. Why are they here?"

One opened their eyes and dropped. The rest followed.

Rike swung. His halberd took the first one out of the air and cut it in half and the halves hit the stairs still twitching. The second one landed on a brute's shoulders and drove its claws into his eyes. The third opened its mouth over the column and breathed.

Warm. Sour. Jonathan tasted salt in it.

The brute in front of him locked mid-swing. His cleaver stopped at the top of its arc and stayed there and his whole body went rigid under it, eyes wide, mouth open. Then the brute beside him. Then the one beside that. Tellik pulled his arm back and hurled his mace, he froze with his hand open and the mace still in the air. It hit a Skrell in the skull and dropped it, and Tellik stood on the stairs with his arm extended and his face frozen in the follow-through.

"Skreee-ka. Skreee-ka."

Sala walked down the stairs behind them.

"Well, well, well. Won't Fade be happy to see you." She came out of the breath cloud in her white robe with her staff in one hand, smiling, black paste stains on her fingers. "It was fortunate that I had my pretties resting here while I was giving my report."

Rike saw her. He felt the paralysis climbing his legs. This was the woman who had killed so many of his brothers and children. This was the woman who had convinced his mother that turning brutes into bombs was a good idea. He stepped on legs that were already going to stone and swung the halberd haft one-handed. It hit her across the temple.

Sala dropped. Her staff bounced down the stairs. She lay on her face at Rike's feet. She was still breathing. Rike stood over her and stiffened with the halberd raised for the second blow and could not bring it down.

Eya kept one hand moving.

She had felt the paralysis in her feet and put everything she had into her right arm, and two Skrells came at her, and she turned her hand over. Their own blood answered. It tore out of their gill slits and their eyes and the joints of their wings and they came apart in the air and fell on the stairs in pieces. Eya's hand closed. Her arm locked. She stood motionless.

Jonathan felt it reach him.

It came up from his boots. He fought it. He pushed against it with all of his will and might. He froze anyway, first his legs, then his arms, then his neck. He stood on the stairs with Gobby frozen against his side, and Myst locked two steps below him. His fingers still moved. Barely. He curled them and felt them curl.

The Skrells came down and took hold.

* * *

They pulled him upside down. Two Skrells had him by the ankles and the throne room ceiling swung past above him, purple banners and the vaulted stone. In the mirrored black floor, he saw the reflection of what sat at the far end of the room… he couldn't comprehend it. He was turned the right way up and given a direct view. He still couldn't comprehend it.

The obsidian throne was gone. The dais was gone. Where they had been, a huge black mass filled the space, and it was moving.

Tentacles. Hundreds. They came off a central mass that reached halfway to the ceiling, and every one of them ran silver. Liquid metal, the exact silver of the Spear of Narcese, flowing over the flesh underneath so that the limbs moved with a skin of shifting steel. Fade had eaten the spear. He had eaten Kordak too. The metal sorcerer's torso stood out of the mass at chest height, scarred, grafted into the mass.

Above Kordak's body, growing out of the mass was Fade's head and shoulders.

White hair. Pale skin. The wicked eyes. His shoulders melted into tentacle flesh, and his sorcerer's mark could be seen ripping across the entire mass below. The whole surface of it was pulsing purple.

The wall behind the monster had gone grey. It flickered in and out of existence. Jonathan saw green wireframe under it, precise lines receding into nothing, and then the grey came back. Tentacles trailed across the boundary, seemingly unaware of it.

"Jonn Nightmare, welcome back." Fade said. His voice sounded demonic, crackling and slurring.

The Skrells dropped Jonathan on the floor ten feet from Fade. He landed on his side. He could see all of Fade, and he wished he couldn't. He had turned himself into something wrong, something unnatural.

"Bring the rest. I want my dear guest to witness my ascended form's abilities."

They brought Zigarete first. She had turned against Fade when the fighting started but hadn't yet met up with the main group. Two Skrells dragged her in by the arms, her eyes were wide and furious, they propped her against a pillar at the edge of the grey and left her sitting there with her head tipped against the stone and her silver eyes fixed on Jonathan.

Then the other women.

Talitha, Saikhi, Painsley, Myst, Gobby, Alisa, even Caidy. All dragged in and placed in front of Fade.

"Get your fucking claws off my hair, you..." Caidy yelled; the paralysis seemed to affect her a bit less than the others.

"Ah, the pirate!" Fade said. "Jonathan's new pet. Marra told me about you but she never mentioned how fuckable you looked."

Marra floated above her wings spread and her arms folded across her chest, tail hanging still. She looked down at them.

Fade's tentacles lashed out. Silver, thick as a man's thigh at the root and tapering to a point the width of a finger. They moved fast. One wrapped Talitha's waist and lifted her off the floor. One took Saikhi under the arms. Two took Painsley, she had laughed out loud and spread her legs for them before they even got there.

"Oh, fuck yes. Master, yes."

Alisa went up with a small cry. Gobby and Myst went up quietly. Caidy went up swearing. The liquid metal flowed over her leathers and split them down the seams, and they fell off her in pieces. She hung naked in the air with her freckled tits presented to the thing that Fade had become.

"You piece of cren shit. Put me down. Put me the fuck down, I'll bite it off, I swear to all the..."

A tentacle tip pushed between her lips and silenced her. It did not feel like metal. It felt like flesh, hot and wet and pushing, and Caidy's eyes went wide around it.

Fade looked at Jonathan.

"You came back for them." The three voices overlapped. "I had thought when I threw you off my tower: well, that's the last of Lord Nightmare," he said his name mockingly, "he'll drink himself to death in a ditch somewhere. But here you are. On my floor. Watching your women get taken by me once again."

The tentacles spread the women out all of them in a half circle around Fade's head like a display. Jonathan watched a limb the width of his forearm push up between Talitha's thighs and her tattooed stomach knocking all the breath out of her.

"Say hello to your chieftain, Talitha." Was able to say, the paralysis dampening with the tentacle's insertion.

"Hello... chieftain."

"Not me. Him."

Talitha's head turned. Her wild brown hair hung across her face and her eyes found Jonathan on the floor and the tentacle inside her drove up and her whole body struggled to accommodate it.

"Hello, chieftain," she gasped. "Please, I can't..."

"You can."

Saikhi took one in her pussy and one in her mouth at the same moment. Her crimson skin went dark with flush from her throat to her tits, and her blue eyes rolled, and her hands opened and closed on nothing while the limb in her throat pushed in deep. Painsley took three. She had already come once before a fourth one joined the third in her ass; she screamed her pleasure at the ceiling.

"This is what I wanted, this is what I always fucking wanted..."

"I know, Painsley. Everyone wants me. Soon all of Adearath will be nothing but holes for my pleasure."

Alisa hung with a tentacle in each hand and one between her legs and she stroked the ones she held as she was fucked, eager, crying, thanking him. Gobby's small body bulged around the limb inside her, she had already begun to moan. Myst's mark blazed. A tentacle in her pumped and pumped and her body drank it and the mark flared with every pulse. Marra floated down and placed a null collar around her neck, making sure she could do nothing with the power it gave her.

Caidy was making sounds around the one in her mouth that Jonathan had heard before in a hammock.

"Your sister's a marvel," Fade said. "You know she came with the Skrells' breath still in her? Still paralysed, can't move a finger, but I still felt her cum on my cocks. That's what you built, Jonathan. That's what you left me."

Zigarete sat against her pillar and watched.

"Look at me," Fade said.

Jonathan looked. His neck moved a fraction. But he was still stuck.

"Your kink built this tower." His voice roared. "You built the village so I'd have somewhere to put the brothel. You built the goblin alliance so I'd have breeders. You built the economy so Saikhi could count my money. And every time you sat in your room with your eyes shut watching one of them get railed, you were teaching them. Teaching them that you just liked to watch." A tentacle drove into Saikhi, and she came around it. "Your kink built me. I put my hand on Talitha and she was already halfway to her knees, because you'd spent a year showing her that's where she belongs." Talitha looked away from Jonathan as she was fucked.

Jonathan looked at Kordak's torso.

"Like I did with him?" Fade noticed and shifted the whole mass. Silver ran up a hundred limbs and back down. "Metal Storm. His sorcery's mine, integrated with your precious spear. I had Sala graft that into me too. Everything you ever touched, Jonathan. It is all mine."

The wall behind him flickered. Green lines under grey. Fade still hadn't noticed.

"Every time I fuck one of them," Fade said, and drove into all seven of them at once, and seven bodies moaned on his cocks, "I know you get a little harder in the corner. Don't you. You did it when Kordak fucked Painsley. You did it when the Tracker had Zigarete. You did it when I let Marra keep you pinned and made you watch. You are hard right now. On my floor. With your women begging for my cocks."

He was. Jonathan's cock stood iron against the inside of his robe and he could not have moved to hide it if he had wanted to.

"Now I am more powerful than anyone could have ever imagined," Fade said. "Say something. I'm sure you want to say something."

"Yeah," he said. "Keep going."

Fade laughed again.

"Oh, he's broken. Marra, he's broken. Listen to him."

Marra floated with her arms folded. She looked at Jonathan a long moment and her tail swished.

"I heard him, my lord."

"Keep going." Fade rolled the words in his mouth. "You know I will. I'm going to keep going until you die of old age on that floor. I'll have Sala pull the stone out of your gut and put you on a chair, and you'll watch this every day for the rest of your life."

The tentacles picked up speed.

Talitha hung against a tentacle, her pleasure firing so fast it had become one long pulse, and she came and came and could not stop and called him Master and called him chieftain and called Jonathan chieftain and lost the difference. Saikhi's followed suit and the two held each other in the air as they were filled to the brim. Painsley had gone past speech, her belly bulged and her eyes rolled. Alisa begged. Gobby's small body jerked in the air but her goblin breeding instincts kicked in and she wanted more. Myst's was now overflowing with Fade's monstrous cum, unable to drink it in anymore. Caidy sucked the one in her mouth because she had decided to, Jonathan could see the decision in her eyes, and her thighs shook around the one inside her.

Zigarete was added to the fuckfest in the sky. Fade pulled her up and displayed her right in front of Jonathan. "Even this tsundere slut wants my cock. Look at her take it Jonathan. Look at the pleasure in her eyes as I fuck her." Zigarete's eyes betrayed her, as did her body. She came as Jonathan watched.

Every orgasm hit Jonathan.

He felt them land. Talitha's, hot and heavy. Saikhi's, sharp. Painsley's, one after another after another. Alisa's, bright. Gobby's, small and desperate. Myst's, enormous. Caidy's, thick with fury. Every thread pulling at him.

He had set them to keep half of the essence. He held the essence there, in them, and felt it build. The essence grew with each orgasm, each drop of cum pumped into them.

Fade did not notice Jonathan's change.

"There," Fade said. "Feel that, Talitha? Your mine. Say it."

"Yours... Chieftain... yours..."

"And you, Saikhi. Who do you think of when you come?"

Saikhi's eyes opened. They found Jonathan on the floor. The tentacle in her mouth pulled back to let her answer.

"You, Master," she said.

"Good girl."

Zigarete eyes had not left Jonathan. They said what Jonathan needed to hear.

Fight.

"I'm going to give you one more thing," Fade said. "A gift. For coming all this way." He shifted the whole mass. "I'm going to make them all come together. Every one of them. On the same beat. With my cum in them. And you're going to watch it and know that's the last thing you'll ever see with your own eyes, because after this I'm having Marra take them out."

The tentacles slowed.

They found a single pace. Jonathan watched them move in unison, eight women lifted and dropped on eight silver limbs in perfect time, and the sound of it filled the throne room, wet impacts landing together, eight breaths punching out together. Fade closed his eyes.

"Wait for it," he said. "Wait for it, girls. You come when I say."

* * *

"Now."

Eight Women came on the same beat.

Talitha screamed. Saikhi moaned. Painsley howled. Alisa sobbed Fade's name. Gobby's whole body shook. Myst bit down on her lower lip. Caidy came with her teeth bared around the limb in her mouth. Zigarete laughed through it. And Fade came into all of them at once, the tentacles pulsing, cum flooding eight bodies with an unworldly groan.

Jonathan cashed out.

Essence. All of it. The half he had let them keep and every deposit that had landed since the wagons rolled through the gate and every deposit before that, the whole reservoir he had been leaving inside them so that Fade could stack it higher, he took the lot. Not just from these girls but from all of the women he had ever fucked. It kept coming.

The horns went red. Then dark red. Then a red so deep it lost the colour.

The paralysis burned out of him from the chest outward. His arms answered. His legs answered. He sat up on the mirrored floor with his robe hanging open and the black horns on his chest pulsing, slow, and every hair on his body standing.

"Jonn?" Talitha said.

Not chieftain. Not Master. His name, clear, from a mouth that had not been allowed to shape it for so long.

"Jonn," Saikhi said.

"Jonathan," Myst said.

"Daddy," Gobby whispered.

"Jonn." Alisa laughed through her tears. "Oh. Oh, I can say it. Jonn. Jonn. Jonn."

"'Bout fucking time," Caidy said around a mouthful of tentacle, and bit down.

"Fight," Zigarete commanded.

Fade's eyes opened.

He looked down at Jonathan standing. How could he be standing? He looked at the black horns, those were new. He looked at eight women hanging from his limbs, saying Jonathan's name. A name most of them should not have been able to say, it was trained out of them.

"No," Fade said, in a discordant tone. "No, that's not..."

Jonathan walked towards him.

Tentacles came at him. A silver limb the width of his waist swung for his head and he put his forearm up and it hit and stopped, and the metal dented around the bone of his arm. He shoved it aside. Another came low and he stepped over it. A third wrapped his chest and he took it in both hands and pulled it apart at the middle, silver splitting, flesh underneath tearing wet, and Fade shrieked.

"Marra! Marra, stop him!"

Marra floated above and did nothing but watch.

Jonathan reached the mass. Kordak's chest. He looked past it. Fade's head sat above, his wicked eyes wide now and wet at the corners. Fade opened his mouth to say something else.

Jonathan punched him in the face.

Everything his Claimed had given him went into it. His fist met Fade's jaw and the jaw broke and the head snapped back and the shoulders went with it and Kordak's torso went with the shoulders and the whole mass, the mound of flesh and silver, lifted off the floor and went backward.

Into the deeper grey behind it.

The corruption took him the way it had taken the Silent Plains. The mass went into it screaming; the scream stopped the instant the grey closed over his mouth.

The eight women dropped.

The rest of the mass followed the mouth in, tentacles and silver, more and more sucked up until finally, it was gone.

Jonathan caught Zigarete. Saikhi landed on Talitha. Painsley landed on her back and lay there laughing. Myst landed on her feet with her mark blazing as Marra removed her collar. Caidy landed on her ass and spat cum from her mouth.

"Ugh. Tastes like fucking a spear."

The phylactery under the tower had shattered when it fired. Kyle had said so. It was one use. There was nothing under the stone to rebuild him from and nothing above it either.

The wireframe flickered once across the ceiling, green lines from wall to wall.

Then the stone came back and stayed.

Marra floated down. She landed on the mirrored stone outside the grey and folded her wings and looked at the place where Fade had been.

"Well," she said. "That's that then."

Zigarete's arms were around Jonathan's neck. And the rest followed. Talitha rushed into Jonathan and buried her face in his hair and she was saying his name over and over into it, and Saikhi crawled to him and got her arms around his waist, and Alisa reached them and Gobby and Myst, and Caidy climbed to her feet and looked at the pile of them and chuckled.

He had won.

* * *

Kyle came up out of the gaming chair so fast he nearly dropped Lily.

"Fuck yeah, Nightmare!"

The entity list in the corner of his main screen lost a name, and the corruption graph on the right monitor stopped climbing.

Lily straddled his lap with her uniform bunched at her waist and her wings shivering, and she put her head down on his shoulder and rocked her hips. She did not look at the screen.

"Did he do it?"

"He fucking did it." Kyle grabbed her ass with both hands and thrust up into her. "He punched a fucking kaiju into the void. I called it. I fucking called it in the tutorial. Knew he would be the best one out there."

"Shut up and fuck me, Kyle."

He did. She came against his shoulder with her teeth in his shirt.
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Epilogue

Jonathan's old chambers still had his bed in them. Fade had kept the frame and swapped the sheets for black, and the first thing Talitha did when the door shut behind them was rip the black sheets off and throw them into the corridor.

"Those go to the burn pile."

"Tali, they're just sheets."

"They smell like him." She stood in the middle of the room, desire in her eyes. She looked at him for a long moment, then crossed the floor and put her face into the side of his neck and stayed there.

He held her. Her shoulders shook against his chest. He felt her breathe him in, long slow pulls of air through her nose, the way she had described at the wagons.

"Say my name," she whispered.

"Hey, Tali."

She made a sound against his skin and gripped his shirt in both hands.

Saikhi stood by the door, watching quietly. Her white hair hung loose.

"I'm sorry, Master."

"For what?"

"For every number I gave myself to him. For the tax code. For the mining shifts. For reorganising his library." Her voice broke. "I ran his kingdom for him."

"You ran my kingdom while he sat on it. You kept everyone fed. You wrote me a map." He held out his free arm. "Come here."

She came. She fit herself against his other side and put her forehead on his shoulder, and Talitha reached across him and took her hand.

Painsley burst into the room and shut the door behind her. She saw the cute display in front of her and giggled.

"Okay, this is very sweet." She pointed at his crotch. "But I've been staring at that all day, and I want an explanation. It's bigger. Your dick is bigger. Is that the essence thing?"

Talitha lifted her head. "Is it?"

"Yeah, I think so."

"How much bigger?" Painsley asked.

"I haven't measured."

"Then let's measure." Painsley dropped to her knees on the stone and yanked his robe open. His cock came out already thick, and Painsley wrapped her hand around it and looked up at him with her eyebrows raised. "Oh, that's a lot bigger. That's at least two fingers longer. Saikhi, come look at this."

Saikhi looked quizzically.

"It does appear larger."

"It appears fucking huge." Painsley licked from the base to the head. "Alright. I have been sucking tentacles for long enough. Gimme that dick."

She took him into her mouth. Talitha slid down his body and knelt beside her. Saikhi went to her knees on the other side. Three mouths. Painsley worked the head with her lips pulled tight, Talitha licked along the shaft, Saikhi took his balls in her mouth one at a time and hummed.

Jonathan put his hands in their heads and held on.

He waited for the pull. The hit of essence off the top of an orgasm. Then he remembered his own cock brought him nothing, and he laughed out loud.

Painsley pulled off. "What's funny?"

"Nothing. I'm getting nothing from this."

"You're getting my mouth."

"I mean the power. It doesn't feed off me." He looked down at the three of them. "This is just because we want to."

Talitha's face changed. She rose up on her knees and kissed up his chest and then shoved Painsley aside and climbed onto the bare mattress on her back with her legs open.

"Then want me, Jonn."

He fucked her. He pushed into her wet heat while Saikhi lay beside her and kissed her mouth and Painsley sat on Talitha's face and rode her tongue. Talitha groaned into Painsley's pussy with every thrust. Her heels dug into his back.

"Harder," Painsley said, grinding down on Talitha's face. "She's licking faster when you go harder. Fuck, Tali, right there."

He went harder. Talitha came under both of them with her whole patterned stomach clenching, and Painsley came on her face a second later and fell sideways off the bed and lay on the floor laughing.

Saikhi pulled him out of Talitha and onto her. She was already dripping. He slid into her in one push and she wrapped her legs around his waist and put both hands on his face and made him look at her.

"Please say my name when you fuck me."

"Saikhi."

"Again, please."

"Saikhi. Saikhi."

She came with her blue eyes wide open on his and her mouth open on his name. Jonathan came in her a heartbeat later and stayed buried.

Painsley climbed back onto the bed. "My turn. Get in me before you go soft, I'm not waiting for that thing to reload." She pulled out a little blue pill and made Jonathan swallow it. "Been keeping this for a rainy day."

He rolled off Saikhi and Painsley climbed on and sank down on him with a long groan.

"Fuck. Fuck, yes, that's a nice dick. Tali, come sit on his face, he owes you one."

Talitha sat on his face. He ate her while Painsley rode him. Saikhi lay against his side stroking Painsley's tits, and he had never in his life fucked three women with nothing on the line.

* * *

The breeding hall smelled of goblin sweat and lamp oil, and the Goblin Queen stood on her heap of furs in nothing but her golden chains shouting at a goblin with a bucket.

"The end stocks. I said the end stocks. Are you deaf or are you stupid? Oil them."

"Yes, my Queen."

"And get those farm wives out of here, they've been bred twice already, I want the fresh ones in."

Saikhi came down the tunnel with Gobbo on her left and Gobby on her right. The Queen turned, saw her, and grinned with every one of her sharp teeth.

"Administrator. You brought the purple ones."

"I brought your tribe's future, my Queen."

"Ha." The Queen hopped down off the furs. She walked around all three of them, tapping Gobbo's chest, pinching Gobby's arm. "Fade's gone out of my head. Woke up this morning and wanted Jonn's cock again instead of that white-haired bastard's. Felt good." She stopped in front of Saikhi. "You need breeding."

"I do."

"Then get on your back."

Saikhi got on her back on the furs. Gobbo stepped out of his trousers without being asked. He was taller than every goblin in the hall and his cock stood up purple and thick, and his mother spread her legs for him.

"Go on, son."

He pushed into her. Saikhi wiggled on the furs. Gobbo fucked her with his hands on her thighs, fast, the way goblins did, and the tribe crowded the edge of the furs stroking themselves.

The Queen sat down on the furs beside Saikhi's head and pulled Gobby down to sit at her feet. Gobby had a book open on her knees already.

"What are you writing, purple?"

"Thrust count. Duration. Whether my brother finishes faster than the tribe average." Gobby's quill moved. "He usually does."

"Shut up," Gobbo said, and then came in his mother.

He pulled out. The next goblin was already climbing on. Saikhi took him with her hands above her head, then the next, then the next. Cum ran out of her onto the furs and the Queen dipped a finger in it and tasted it and nodded.

"Good and thick." She looked down at Gobby, who had turned a page. "You can read."

"Yes, my Queen."

"You can count."

"Yes."

"You're smarter than me."

Gobby looked up. "I would never say that."

"You didn't. I did." The Queen took a handful of Gobby's white hair and turned her face up. "Listen. Everyone, shut up and listen."

The hall quieted except for the goblin between Saikhi's legs, who kept going.

"This one." The Queen shook Gobby's head. "Purple. Reads. Smarter than me. And with those hips she'll outbreed the lot of you." She let go. "When I'm dead, she's Queen."

Gobby dropped her quill.

"My Queen, I..."

"You want it or not?"

Gobby looked at her mother, who was coming around a goblin's cock with her eyes rolled back. She looked at her brother, who was already hard again. She looked at the tribe.

"I want it."

"Then write that down." The Queen stood and yanked the goblin off Saikhi by his ears. "My turn."

* * *

Painsley sat on Fluffy's back at the east gate an hour before sunrise with two Mern crouched behind her and her jumpsuit unzipped to the navel.

Jonathan walked up with his boots unlaced.

"You were going to leave without saying anything."

"I was going to leave a note. On your pillow. Very romantic." She patted Fluffy's stone flank. The beast rumbled. "There's things in the northern mountains. Big things. A merchant told Saikhi about something with a dozen legs living above the snow line, and I want to know what it fucks like."

"Are you sure?"

"Jonn." She leaned down off Fluffy's back and grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him up onto his toes. "I spent long enough cooped up here. I want to go fuck new and exciting monsters. It is who I am. That's the whole reason I pick the power I did."

She kissed him. Her tongue tasted of the wine she had stolen from the cellar. She let go and he dropped back onto his heels.

"I'll send a letter when I find something with more limbs than the last one."

"Painsley."

"What."

"Thank you."

She grinned at him, wide. "You're welcome. Your dick's still huge, we can stay fuck buddies. Fluffy, go."

The stone beast lumbered through the gate. The two Mern took off behind it. Painsley already had one hand shoved down the front of her jumpsuit before the beast reached the treeline.

* * *

The surviving Sentinels stood in the yard in four ragged lines. Two hundred and eight men. Half of them had turned at the gate. The other half had surrendered when Fade was defeated. All of them had cleaned their armour and looked better than they had in months.

He stood on the well platform with Talitha beside him. She wore her hatchets and her harness and nothing else.

"You know me," he said. "Most of you have knelt to me twice now. Some of you knelt to Fade in between. I don't care. Alistar built you into something worth having, and the woman beside me made you into an army." He turned to Talitha. "General of the Dread Tower isn't enough anymore. She is now the offical Commander of the Sentinels." Alisa nodded in agreement, it felt right.

Talitha stepped forward.

The first line dropped to their knees. Then the second. A sergeant in the third line went red from his collar to his hairline and knelt with his eyes on Talitha's tattooed thighs. Two men in the back row elbowed each other and grinned. The man beside them muttered, "Fuck, I wish."

"Long may we stand!" the front sergeant shouted.

Two hundred voices came back. "Long may we stand!"

Talitha looked at the lines. She put her hand on Jonathan's arm.

"They've all fucked me before."

"Most of them."

"Good. I am going to let them have me again." She raised her voice. "First Company. Officers' hall. Sundown. Bring your appetite."

They cheered.

Later that day, Saikhi found Alisa in the armoury oiling a sword across her thighs. Her silver hair was tied back. Her half-plate left her stomach bare and pushed her breasts up against the steel.

"Alisa, I've found it."

"Saikhi?" Alisa smiled at her. "Found what?"

Saikhi set a single sheet of parchment on the workbench between them. Flankenstein's cramped hand covered both sides.

"This was in the back of his notes. Sala found it useful, but she left this page out. It's the reversal. Herbs, moctus distillate, a three-week course." Saikhi folded her hands. "It would take you back. To Alistar."

Alisa set the sword down. She picked up the page and read it front and back, moving her lips on the harder words. Then she folded it in half, folded it again, and held it out.

"No."

"You haven't thought about it."

"I thought about it for three months while Fade made me lick cum off his boots. Not once did I want to be a man doing it." Alisa put the folded page in Saikhi's hand and closed her fingers around it. "I like my tits. I like my wife. I like getting fucked and sucking dick as a woman. Alistar was a good man who lost every fight that mattered. I'm not him anymore. Burn that."

Saikhi looked down at the page.

"Burning it would be a loss of data."

"Then hide it."

"If you're sure."

Saikhi had promised to help Garth get his brothel back into order. Code for Garth fucking Saikhi senseless as Myst fucked the patrons there. However, before she did, she went back to the library. She opened the ledger for agricultural yields, turned to the page on vegetable rot in the southern field, and slid the folded sheet between two columns of figures about frostdews.

* * *

Talitha walked into the officers' hall at sundown with Alisa on her arm. Alisa wore a linen shirt open to the waist. First Company stood up from the tables so fast that two benches went over.

"Sit down," Talitha said.

They sat.

She walked the length of the hall with her hips swinging. She stopped at the head table and unbuckled her harness and let it drop, and Alisa pulled her shirt off over her head beside her.

"Last time you had me," Talitha said, "you whispered it. You said long may we fuck like you were saying sorry. This time I want to hear you fucking shout it." She climbed onto the table and lay back with her knees open. "Who's first?"

The sergeant from the yard stood up.

"You." She pointed. "Slow. I'll tell you when to go faster."

He climbed onto the table between her legs and pushed into her. Talitha groaned and grabbed his arms.

"Slower than that. Good. Alisa, get on your knees."

Alisa knelt on the flagstones and took a corporal into her mouth with both hands on his hips. She sucked him loud, cheeks hollowed, silver hair swinging, and she looked up at him the whole time.

The sergeant fucked Talitha in the pace she set. When she said faster he went faster. When she said harder he braced his boots and slammed into her and she shouted at the ceiling.

"Yes. Like that. Fuck me like you mean it. Now say it."

"Long may we fuck."

"Louder."

"Long may we fuck!"

The hall picked it up. The men lining up behind the sergeant shouted it, the men around Alisa shouted it, and Alisa pulled off the corporal's cock long enough to shout it too before she took him back down her throat and he came.

Talitha came with the sergeant's whole weight on her and her nails in his back. She shoved him off and pointed at the next man.

"You. On your back. I'm riding you."

She rode him. She rode the one after that. Alisa took two men at once, one in her mouth and one behind her, bent over a bench, shouting long may we fuck around the cock in her throat every time the man behind came. Cum ran down her face. She licked it off her own fingers and asked for the next one.

Talitha called every position. She put a female lieutenant on his knees to eat her while she sucked another man off. She had Alisa lie on the table and sat on her face while a private fucked her from behind. When a young Sentinel came too fast she slapped his ass and told him to get back in line and do better.

Two hours later she lay on the table covered in cum with Alisa curled against her side, and First Company sat on the floor of the hall with their pants open and stupid grins on their faces.

"Long may we fuck," Talitha said solemnly, like it was a promise.

Jonathan found her in his chambers an hour after that. She had washed. She sat cross-legged on the bed with Alisa asleep across her lap.

"A month," Talitha said.

"A month until what?"

"The Sentinels march. South, then west. To my forest." She stroked Alisa's hair. "I left it for you, Jonn. I walked out of the trees that made me because you said you were going to protect my forest. I don't blame you for leaving. But it's been sitting there empty with the Empire's ash in it, and I'm the last one who knows its true name."

"You want to go back."

"I want to protect it properly this time. With two hundred swords behind me instead of two hatchets." She looked down at Alisa. "She comes as my wife and my second. She's better with a blade than she was as a man, and she does what I say."

"And me?"

Talitha climbed off the bed, careful of Alisa's head, and stood in front of him. She put her hand on the side of his face.

"You're my chieftain. You'll always be my chieftain. When you call, I come. But a forest needs its protectors."

* * *

Caidy stood on the battlements with her braid undone and the wind pulling her red hair sideways across her face. The village below had lamps in most of the windows again. She leaned her forearms on the parapet and watched Jonathan climb the last steps.

"Hawkin sent a bird. The Maiden's sitting off Rainfell with her hull sound. The grey's pulling back off the west coast. He says you can see the Smoker again from the deck."

"Good."

"There's a whole continent on the far side of the Burning Sea. Nobody's been. Nobody's looted it." She turned her head and looked at him. "I'm asking one more time, love. Come with me. Leave the tower to Saikhi. Sail the seas with me."

He looked down at the village.

"They're still here."

"They're free now."

"They're free and they're still here, and I'm the reason for both. I can't leave them, Caidy."

She looked at him for a long moment, then pushed off the parapet and stood straight.

"You're not coming then?"

"No, sorry..."

"You said it better this time." She reached up and pulled his collar straight. "I'll miss your cock. I loved you without any of your magic, remember that."

Boots hit the stairs behind them. Rike came up onto the battlements with his halberd on his shoulder and Sala walking behind him in chains, her wrists linked to a collar and the collar's lead wrapped around his hand. Sala's robe had been swapped for a sack. Her mouth gagged shut.

"Captain." Rike nodded at Caidy. "Nightmare."

"Where are you taking her?" Jonathan asked.

"Cliffside. My mother wants her in a cell with a window that looks at the pens." He looked past them at the dark. "I have never seen the sea. My mother says it's from Cliffside's walls that you see it best."

Caidy looked him up and down. She stepped forward and grabbed him through his pants with her whole hand.

"Fine. You'll do."

Rike's eyebrows went up.

"You want to see the sea, you'll sail on the Maiden with me after you drop off your prisoner. But this," she squeezed, "keeps fucking me every day we're aboard. No days off. I'll have Hawkin put it in the ship's log."

Rike looked at her hand on his cock. Sala made a small sound behind him and he yanked the lead without turning around.

"Every day?"

"Every day."

"Alright then." He said it with his face confused at his own mouth.

Caidy laughed and let him go and slapped Jonathan's chest one more time.

"Looks like I found another project."

* * *

Aurra stopped Jonathan on the fourth landing with her whole body.

"The child."

"What child?"

"Fade's. The one Sala painted me for." Her voice came out level. "It came out of me. A boy. White hair."

"I'm sorry."

"Let me finish." Her hand pressed harder. "He opened his eyes. He looked at me. And then he flickered, like a candle in a draft, and he was gone. Like smoke."

Jonathan thought of Kyle at his desk with his soda, saying resurrection was never a shipped feature. Perhaps this was Adearath's way of fighting back against another of Fade's resurrection attempts.

"I think it's the grey," Aurra said. "I think whatever he was, is like the corruption taking this land."

"I think you're right."

"Good. Then I'm done grieving it." She grabbed his wrist and pulled him up the last flight and through his own chamber door and shut it with her back. "Rike leaves at noon. I have one hour to thank you and I only know one way I trust."

She pulled the grey dress down off her shoulders. Her breasts came out, enormous, pale, nipples dark and stiff. She pushed him down onto the bed and yanked his pants open and climbed between his legs.

"Lie still."

She lowered her tits around his cock and squeezed. He disappeared between them. She spat into the gap and worked him, up and down, her eyes on the door.

"Your son is going to walk in on this," Jonathan said.

"Then keep your voice down." She slid faster. "He hates that I do this. He hated it in the tent. He hates that it built our army." Her hands pressed her nipples inward around his shaft. "But what he doesn't know can't hurt him."

Jonathan looked at the door too. Every footstep in the hall made both of them freeze, and every time they froze she squeezed harder, and he groaned through his teeth.

"That's it. You're close, I can feel it jump." She leaned down and licked the head every time it came up through her cleavage. "Give it to me, Lord Nightmare. All over them."

He came across her tits, her throat, her chin. She held him there and let it pool in her cleavage, slow, watching the door the whole time.

Then she climbed off him.

"Cliffside is mine. The tower is yours. My brutes don't cross the marsh. Yours don't either."

"Agreed."

She held out her hand. He took it. Her grip was hard enough to hurt.

"And do me one other favour, will you?"

"What's that?"

"Take care of Ziggy for me."

* * *

Tellik rode through the gate at midday on a white forrin with both twins behind him on a second mount. Vianna held the reins. Kianna sat behind her with both arms around her sister's waist.

Jonathan met them in the yard.

Kianna slid down first. She had lost weight everywhere. Her collarbones stood out. Her shirt was laced loose, and the top of a knife-scar showed between her breasts, pink and raised, running down out of sight. She looked at Jonathan with sharpness that could cut through stone, and she kept looking until he dropped his eyes.

"She woke a fortnight ago," Vianna said. She dismounted and stood at her sister's shoulder. "She wanted to come. I asked her why and she wouldn't tell me. So I'm telling you: she's here, and that's all you get."

"That's more than I expected."

"It's more than you deserve." Vianna's mouth twisted. "But my husband says you punched a Fade into a hole, so."

Tellik came around the forrin with his cloak over his stump. He clasped Jonathan's forearm with his one hand.

"The grey slowed."

"I know. Kyle—I mean, the Shaper said it would."

"Slowed. Not stopped." Tellik let go. "I rode past the eastern edge on the way here. It's still there. It hasn't grown, but it hasn't shrunk either. Fade was a wound in it. He wasn't the blade."

"The Shaper said the same thing."

"Then your Shaper and I agree." Tellik looked up at the tower. "They're still up there, Jonn. Whoever holds the pen. Fade was writing in the margins, but somebody else owns the book."

"What do you want me to do?"

"Keep going. Whatever the challenge is, I want you to take it on. I have a kingdom to stitch back together and one arm to do it with." He glanced at Kianna, who had not moved. "And a wife who'd like to see you bleed."

"Tell her to get in line."

"I heard you," Kianna said. Her voice came out thin and hard. "I'll wait."

Jonathan nodded to her. She held his eye and gave him nothing back.

"I owe you a rowboat of blood," he told Tellik. "Whatever comes next, I'm in."

* * *

Zigarete found Jonathan on the top of the Dread Tower at dusk. He sat on the edge with his legs hanging over and the village spread out below, lamps coming on, the goblin tunnel mouth glowing orange, the Tower's Desire already bustling. She stood beside him with her spear planted.

"Marra has been sent to Garth to work in the brothel. Just as you said my lord."

"Good. She has a lot of debt to work off. Myst will keep her in line, I'm sure."

The wind blew Zigarette's hair to the side and over her face.

"I've wanted to ask you something since we met in Cliffside—the alley—you had my spear at my throat. I had my mouth on your cock. And under all of that, I kept thinking I knew you." She sat down beside him on the stone. "Familiar. Like a face I'd seen in a dream. It's been bothering me since we met."

He looked at her. Silver eyes. Sharp features. The exact shape of a mouth that had told him that her parents wouldn't approve.

"You have my ex-girlfriend's face."

Zigarete tilted her head.

"Margery. You're her, with silver hair. The first time I saw you walk into that tavern, I thought I'd lost my mind."

She looked out over the village for a long moment.

"Did she fight?"

"She dumped me because I got fired jerking off to a video game."

"Video game?"

"It's like a board game."

"So no then." Zigarete stood up. "Maybe in another life I was her. Maybe in another life I'm the one who dumped you." She helped him stand up. "But in this one, I'm the one who's going to keep fucking you."

She threw him down and straddled him. She stripped as the sky went purple behind her hair. She unlaced him and took him out and held him at her entrance.

"Hands above your head."

He put them there. She took his cock inside of her as if she owned it.

"You got bigger."

"Everyone keeps saying that."

"Let's see if you can fuck well enough without your magic cheating for you." She started to move.

She rode him the way she had always taken him. Her hips rolled hard, her thighs gripped, her silver hair fell forward over both of them and she kept one hand flat on his chest to pin him. When he tried to thrust up she pressed down and stopped him.

"Don't move."

"Yes ma'am."

She sped up. Her tits bounced. Her spear lay beside them with its flame guttering low, and the whole kingdom lit up under them while she fucked him on the roof of it.

"I watched you walk to him," she said between breaths. "I was hanging off that thing's cock, and you fought for me."

"I did. For everyone"

"Good." She came, her whole body clamping around him, and she kept moving through it, and she made him come with her hand over his mouth to keep him quiet.

She stayed on top of him afterwards. Her body pressed up against his.

"I'm done being a weapon," she said. "I was Tarthis' spear. Then Tellik's whore. Then Fade's dog. I'm done." She looked down at him with her silver eyes steady. "Instead, I'm going to be a queen."

She waited.

Jonathan reached up and rubbed the back of his own neck.

"Uh. We'll see about that one."

Zigarete slapped his chest and climbed off him.

* * *

Three months later Jonathan sat on the edge of his bed, pulling his boots on when the air in the middle of his chamber folded open and Lily fell out of it.

She landed on her feet with her wings spread wide. Blue hair to her waist. Tutorial uniform. Her chest strained the uniform in a way it never had before. They were… bigger.

He stared.

"Don't."

"I didn't say anything."

"You were about to. I can see it on your face." She crossed her arms under her breasts, which pushed them higher. "Kyle got some permissions back when Fade got deleted. Entity writes started trickling in the week after. And the first thing, the very first thing that fat bastard tested it on, was my tits."

"Lily."

"I gave him a titfuck after. He earned it. He'd been trying for two months and it was the first write that actually stuck." She uncrossed her arms and dropped them. "Shut up."

"I'm not saying anything. Are they heavier?"

"Yes, and my back hurts, and yes, they look great, and yes, we're moving on."

He stood up. "Is he coming?"

"He's staying inside." She said it flatly. "Write privileges are dripping back one at a time and somebody has to sit there and patch. He healed a village in the north last week. Took him three days. He's decided that's what he's for." She shrugged. "He's still gross. But he's less gross than he was."

"Then why are you here?"

Lily walked to the window and looked down at the village. Then she turned around.

"I found the door."

"What door?"

"The one out. Kyle and I have been pulling the corruption apart for three months, line by line, and it isn't coming from Adearath. Fade was a leak, sure. But the source is upstream." She pointed at the ceiling. "Isekguy Studios. Kyle's logs show the whole dev team got pulled off this project. Servers left running. Nobody watching. That's why the leads never answered his pings."

"Pulled off to what?"

"Kyle found an internal memo. Mr N, the CEO, moved every asset to a new project. Left this one to rot with one junior admin on it and enough budget for soda." She sighed. "This world is breaking because they forgot about it."

"Barry." Lily laughed, short.

"Barry?"

"Remember when he got yanked out mid-scan? He wasn't deleted. He got pulled back to the office. And the lazy little fuck actually came through on us, he spent three months writing a script and shoved it through the last open port before they closed it. It's how I got here. It's how we get out."

"Out. Back to Earth, you mean?"

She raised her hand and the air behind her opened. A glowing white-ringed portal.

Jonathan saw his desk.

The cluttered one. Energy drink cans in a ring around the monitor. His jacket over the back of the chair. The PC tower with its blue light still on. And on the screen, the browser still open on the tab he had never closed, the pixel art queen on her knees in front of the Emperor of Thorns, the words NETORARE EMPEROR across the top in gold.

It was his room—he tried not to think how much it resembled Kyle's—the room he had been pulled out of a lifetime ago.

"The only way to stop all of this," Lily said, "is by taking on Isekguy and Mr N. Up there. With Barry and whoever else we can find. Kyle holds the fort from inside." She held out her hand. "You coming? Or are you staying here to play Emperor Night?"

He looked at the door of his chamber. Beyond it, Saikhi would be in the library with her ledgers. Zigarete would be on the training yard beating recruits with a stick. The Goblin Queen would be shouting at someone to fuck better. Talitha's banners were already two months down the south road, and the village was at peace now.

He took Lily's hand and looked back once at an empire that he had built. An empire he had saved.

Then he stepped through.
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Afterword

Thank you for reading to the end of Emperor Night. This is the first series that I have published and one that I have held to dearly. I am sad to see it end but the joy of it ending is something I cannot describe. While this is the end of Jonathan's story (for now), those who have read my other works (such as Lust Reunion) might have noticed a name appear that hints at larger things to come.




If you enjoyed yourself, please leave a review and check out some of my other books.




Arthur Kord, out!
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