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Corruption Lord 4












Chapter One









I fell through an endless blue sky, blood streaming from the wound in my side.

Everything hurt. The pain of Chloe’s knife as it sank hilt-deep inside of me was one kind of injury; watching the Angerborn
 disappear over my head with my wives and harem girls on board was another. The great floating islands that had once dotted the Realm of Skye had been destroyed - there was no solid ground to be found anywhere in this Realm. The Lady Gabrielle was gone, the Black and White Pearls capable of destroying or creating an entire world now in her possession. The Queens of Skye were either dead or falling forever, just like I was.

I had never been so alone.

For most people - the vast majority, I would assume - it would’ve been time to give up. After all, I was good as dead. I’d been bested: defeated first by Gabrielle and her strange black airship, then by a traitor within my own ranks. I’d been stabbed, tossed off my own ship, and left to die in the forgotten shell of the Realm I’d destroyed. The pain in my side grew sharper and more agonzing by the moment, drops of red blood contrasting with the brilliant blue of the sky.

In all probability, I was going to die here. Chloe assumed I was dead already.

I closed my eyes, marshaled my courage, and decided that was the furthest thing from the truth.

I was the Corruption Lord. Two of the Eight Realms lay broken before me, their most powerful and beautiful representatives transformed nto my harem girls and servants. Where once I’d dreamed of having just one wife, now I had four,
 each of whom loved and supported my conquest with all their hearts. Their swords, their magic - I’d depended on them to help me take over these worlds, and the last fucking thing I was going to allow was for some smug bitch assassin to pick them off one by one while I was down for the count.

As I fell, I swore revenge. On Chloe, who’d murdered the Virago Shieldmaiden named Chastity in order to steal her appearance, sabotaged my ship, and tried to assassinate me. On Gabrielle, who’d stolen the White Pearl and attempted to murder my wives with it.

I’d forgive Gabrielle, once my corruption consumed her and she became my mindless servant, but Chloe had to die.

They all thought I was dead. They’d removed me from the board and started on their next plans towards conquering the Eight Realms. They had no idea the hell I was going to rain down on their heads.

My vision went gray for long moments, a hot gush of blood pouring from my side. Okay, Craig,
 I thought, dismissing the ‘Darek’ moniker for the moment. First you’ve got to see to this wound. You’re no good to anyone dead.


I put both hands to the place where Chloe had stabbed me and cast a spell. Green and black tendrils of magic flowed around my wrists as I channelled the power, forcing the raw energy 
into the wound. It wasn’t a pretty way to do things: Mariah had never bothered to teach me more subtle methods of healing. She’d assumed that as my First of the Corrupt, she’d always be there to bring me back from the most grievous injuries.

It took far more energy than I anticipated, but slowly the wound began to close. The pain flared, then ebbed, and as it left me completely a bone-weariness exhaustion settled over me in its place. Healing the wound had drained me.

My eyes closed. When I opened them again, hours had passed.


Still falling,
 I told myself with a smirk. Well, at least one thing hasn’t changed
.

Siphoning away the last of Skye’s power hadn’t changed the fundamental rules of this place. People who fell kept on falling forever – while any solid objects not held by a person slammed into an invisible wall at the bottom of Skye and were pulverized. Once you fell through the bottom, you came right back out the top again, so that the whole Realm was little more than an endless loop. Serena and her sister told me it wasn’t always like this - that back when the Black and the White Pearls were together, this was the most beautiful of all the Eight Realms. Looking around me, I found that hard to believe.


Serena.
 I wondered if she was falling, too. For a moment I entertained the notion of trying to find her, then dismissed it. This fate was no more or less than what she deserved. I rubbed my throat without thinking, the memory of the collar she’d put around my neck rankling me. Never again.


Thinking of Serena was what did it. My eyes widened a fraction as I reached into my robes, feeling for the gift she’d given me the last time we met. I plucked out a small black cube, warm to the touch. My fingers gripped it tight as I fell, 
because I knew if I let go of the thing for even a moment I’d never find it again.

Serena’s voice echoed in my head. This is my personal wayfinder,
 she’d told me. It’s been in my family line for generations, all the way back to Gideon the First. With it, you can never be truly lost in the Realm of Skye…


If there was any way out of this Realm, the wayfinder would show it to me. I thumbed a button on the cube’s side and watched as a map of the Realm blazed to life in front of me.

It was flat, featureless and empty. The lay of the land looked to be about what I’d expected. Without the floating islands of Skye, there weren’t any natural landmarks to tell one stretch of wide blue yonder from another. My hopes fell as I stared at the empty map. It was a completely blank canvas: one where someone might someday paint a brand-new Realm, perhaps, but not today.

There was no way out. I was doomed.

Then a blinking light on the side of the map caught my eye, and my interest sharpened.

What the hell was that? It couldn’t have been an island. All the islands were gone - blown to bits when they struck the invisible wall at the bottom of Skye. Yet whatever it was was large enough, or important enough, to show up on the wayfinder.

There was only one possibility that made sense. It was an airship
. There was one left, a ship that hadn’t yet fled the Realm with the remaining refugees from the Bright clans.

And if it was, I could use it to get out of Skye.

It took several more cycles of falling to figure out the trick of navigating the Realm. I couldn’t do anything about the fact that 
I was constantly moving downwards, but a few well-placed fire spells were enough to give me some lateral momentum. It was a slow, frustrating way to travel - but it was the only one available to me. Another fireball exploded from my fingers, shifting me towards the glowing red dot on the map.

I just hoped it didn’t disappear. If whatever it was decided to teleport out of the Realm before I could get there, I had no chance.

Every time the weariness in my limbs grew too much to bear, I reached behind my back and felt for Lightslayer. The sword was still fastened behind my shoulders, its green-and-black hilt visible whenever I turned my head. It was a minor miracle that I hadn’t lost it when I fell from the Ragnarok
.

It’s magic amplified my own powers, washing away my tiredness. With one hand on the wayfinder and the other wrapped around the pommel of the blade, I felt like a new man. More spells flew from my fingertips as I fell through another cycle, plunging through a deep wisp of cloud. The red glow on the map grew steadily closer, inch by abstracted inch.

I’m not sure when it started to move. All I know is that when I got close enough, the red dot began closing the distance between us. It knows I’m here
, I realized. It’s moving fast. Definitely not an island - no. This has to be a ship!


It was my ticket out of here. Whatever this vessel wanted in return in order to allow me to come aboard, I’d do it. I had no choice. My wives were in danger, Gabrielle had Realm-destroying power at her fingertips, and there was a traitor in my harem. The price I had to pay would be small in comparison.

The red dot grew closer and closer. As I fell, I twisted this way and that, trying to see it off in the distance. Surely a craft 
capable of navigating the winds of Skye would be large enough to be seen from a great way off. I pictured the huge tri-masted behemoths of the Bright’s fleet, the jet-black bulk of Gabrielle’s unnamed airship. They filled my mind’s eye as I dreamed of rescue.

It wasn’t until the red dot was almost on top of me that I realized the truth: this was no airship.

I turned - and saw, floating just above me, a golden chariot. Two massive horses pulled it through the air, each larger than a Clydesdale with coats of brilliant, unbroken white. The craft cut through the air like a hot knife through butter, the horses keeping pace with my descent without the slightest bit of visible effort.

It gleamed with an unearthly light, as if it were carved out of molten gold. The chariot was a beautiful thing - but it was the woman sitting in its high seat who drew my attention and froze my heart in my chest.

I want to make one thing perfectly clear - since arriving in the Eight Realms, I’ve seen women that would make strong men drop to their knees and weep. I made love to the Queen of the Virago Shieldmaidens while dozens of her most attractive honor guards both watched and participated. I’ve known princesses and monster girls; ghosts and goddesses. I was married to a succubus more attractive than any human or elf, yet even she admitted she wasn’t the finest of my sexual conquests.

So when I say something like ‘the woman on the chariot was the most gorgeous creature I’d ever seen’, I want you to know it isn’t some hoary old cliche. The woman driving the chariot was achingly, impossibly, nation-shatteringly
 beautiful. The kind of beautiful the poets only sing about.

She was also smug as shit.

Midnight-black tresses swayed between her bare shoulder blades as she laughed. Whether it was at my predicament or the look on my face, I didn’t know. The horses reared and snorted as she pulled the reins, drawing the chariot next to me as it matched my fall.

“Corruption Lord!” Despite the roar of the wind, I could hear her as clearly as if her lips were touching my ears. Her voice was as rich as honey, as filled with anticipation as a woman spreading her legs for the first time for her lover. “Having fun, I see!”

Despite her beauty, I found my fingers straying to Lightslayer’s hilt. This woman might have been an ally, but she could just as easily be my enemy. Perhaps she was here to finish me off, complete the job Gabrielle and Chloe had started. I didn’t dare draw the sword - merely pulled magic from its blade, sharpening my senses.

“You’ve caught me at a bad time,” I agreed. I didn’t bother yelling over the wind - if I could hear the woman clearly, then whatever magic she was casting would allow her to hear me, as well. “Care to give a ride to a stranger in need?”

Her lips twisted with glee. “You are no stranger, Corruption Lord,” she purred, rising to her feet. The chariot swayed gently beneath her, but the woman’s footing was as sure as if she were standing on solid ground. The fact that we were plummeting through space didn’t affect her in the least. I would have been weirded out if I wasn’t so busy staring at her like she was the only thing in the universe. “I would save you from this fate, should you allow it. Will you take my hand?”

I reached out without thought - only for her to retract it at the last moment.

“Or will you die here?”

Her saccharine smile turned bitter. For a brief moment, I could see something impossibly old and dangerous looking out from behind those eyes.

It faded in an instant - yet I wouldn’t forget that look. Not for a long time.

I shook myself. Whatever this woman was, it didn’t matter - she was the only chance I had of seeing my wives again. Of getting revenge against the people who’d tried to destroy me. It was the only way out - and besides, she was fucking gorgeous.

Without a moment’s hesitation, I reached out and took her slender fingers in mine.

The chariot slowed. I should have fallen beneath her, but her fingers were suddenly as strong as iron bands. She held me tight, her smile widening as my headlong flight into the blue stuttered to a stop. I was now hanging in mid-air, holding onto her arm like it was the edge of a cliff.

“You’ve made the right choice, Darek,” the woman purred. With a flick of the wrist she tossed me into the chariot. “Come, my beauties! We are homeward bound!”

A golden portal sizzled to life in the air. The horses dove for it, the woman cackling madly as the chariot went vertical. I held on for dear life - I was only just now reacquainted with the feeling of something solid beneath me, and was in no hurry to experience freefall again.

The golden wave washed over the chariot and the Realm of Skye dissolved.






Chapter Two









The chariot emerged from the portal and I found myself in a large hall filled with warm, golden light.

Horse’s hooves clattered against the tiled floor, the chariot rocking dangerously as we went from floating to running. The hall in which we’d landed seemed designed for just such a purpose - there were deep gouges in the space before us, as if this place had been used as a runway hundreds of times before. The horses knew exactly what to do - they slowed down to a trot near the far end of the hall before coming to a stop. The woman next to me yawned theatrically, then leaned over and opened a tiny door in the side of the chariot.

“Thank you, my darlings,” the woman giggled, embracing the horses. They whinnied and neighed as she threw her arms around them, as intelligent and empathetic as humans. Once she was done, she patted them on the heads and pointed at the wall. “Dismissed.”

Another golden portal blazed to life a few feet in front of the chariot. The horses raced through it and were gone, leaving nothing but the faint smell of chrysanthemums in their wake. It was just about the strangest thing I’d ever seen - but by then, I was more interested in where
 we were than how we’d gotten there.

“Valhalla,” I whispered, staring at the great hall open-mouthed. If such a place truly existed and wasn’t just a myth, there could be no better representation of it than the building in which I now stood. It was a great longhall, with sturdy oak tables running it’s length and banners on the wall. Great fires roared in the fireplaces, and above them hung trophies of monsters I’d never known could exist - dragons and frost giants and stranger, more horrifying looking beasts.

The woman took all of it in with a dismissive sniff. “You would
 think that,” she said, hands on her hips. “No, this is not the famous hall where warriors drink and feast in the afterlife, Darek. It’s not even the nicest cafeteria on the grounds - it’s just the only one long enough to park a chariot moving at full-tilt.” A little sigh escaped her lips. “You really don’t remember anything, do you?”

I didn’t - but this woman’s attitude towards me was starting to make sense. She talked to me like she knew me, had interacted with me in the past. Yet she’d only called me Darek
 and Corruption Lord
 - not Craig, my real name.

There was only one explanation. This gorgeous woman knew the Darek before me - and thought that somehow I’d retained his personality and memories. Only I’d learned in the Inner Choir that such a thing was impossible.

So why did she seem to think it wasn’t?

The woman clapped her hands three times. The sound echoed through the hall, making me jump.

“Servants!” The woman’s voice rose in a high, imperious tone. “Bring tea! And refreshments!” Leaning over, she added in a lower voice, “anything in particular you want, Darek?”

“No,” I muttered, shaking dust off my robes. I wasn’t sure what intrigued me more: the hall or the woman. The walls of 
the longhall weren’t entirely solid or unbroken - there were high, narrow windows at intervals that let in that strange, golden light. Outside the hall lay a landscape no man had seen since his childhood dreams. The land was rich and golden, soaked in sepia tones like something out of a summer memory.

Never Never Land. Shangri-La. Mount Olympus and the Big Rock Candy Mountain. All of them were pale imitations of this place.

“Is this...is this heaven, then?” I asked, turning back to the woman.

She certainly looked
 like what would be awaiting a bold warrior at the gates to Valhalla, in any case. She wore a breastplate made of gold that wrapped around her slender figure like a corset, ending just beneath her ample cleavage. Beneath it was a skirt of golden chains, just thick enough to hide the valley between her legs. Those legs were the tanned, rich color of honey, wrapped in long golden strands from her thighs all the way down to her knees. There they tied into dragonscale boots, hugging her long legs like a second skin. There was a bit of the warrior in the way she held herself - like someone you didn’t want to fuck with.

Her moves were as graceful and fluid as a dancer’s as she grabbed a heavy oak chair covered in furs and set herself down in it. I noted with some confusion she tossed her legs over the side, slouching like a petulant child - or a stripper. What
 was this woman, exactly?

“No, Darek,” she said, grinning widely. “This is most definitely not
 heaven. Not yet, at any rate.” Suddenly she sat up, her flawless eyebrows furrowing together. “You don’t remember me at all, do you?”


Okay, Craig,
 I told myself. You’ve played this game before
.

When I first came out of Mariah’s portal, transported to the Eight Realms in the middle of a plane crash, I’d been surrounded by evil cultists who believed I was their reborn lord. They’d have killed me if I’d corrected them, so I’d made a snap decision. I’d begun acting the way I thought their master would - the way I’d seen bad guys ‘walk and talk’ in so many movies and TV shows.

It stuck. Now I was the Corruption Lord for real: around those close to me, I didn’t have to pretend. I was comfortable in my own skin, even though my enemies had sometimes driven me to acts I never would have thought myself capable of committing back on Earth.

If this woman suspected how little memory I had of her, she’d kill me. I needed to play the role of the bad guy with her, hard
. It was the only way I was ever going to get my revenge - and my harem.

“I have been...weakened
,” I said, slumping into a chair on the other side of the table with a heavy, practiced sigh. “Considerably.”

The furs enveloped me like a warm hug, and I gasped - this was the most comfortable chair I’d ever sat in. I made a mental note to find out where it came from and order some. Later, when I was back with my wives, I’d sit in it while drinking my favorite Skye tea.

The woman gave me a concerned look. “But you reached the Inner Choir,” she said, leaning forward onto the table. I couldn’t help but notice the way the motion flattened her breasts, causing her cleavage to spill out even more than normal. “By now you should have all of your memories intact! Your power should be unmatched by any within the Eight Realms.”

She half-rose from her seat, her brows furrowing together as her breasts left the tabletop. I felt a familiar tingle trickle down my spine: the tell-tale sensation of someone scanning me. No matter how many times it happened, it never failed to make me feel like someone was pouring ice water down my back.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

The woman gasped. “You haven’t even raised your Corruption abilities beyond the second-tier,” she said, cocking her head to the side with an angry look. “And your Followers...ugh.
 Half these people are completely unfit for battle! I see the purpose of the Shieldmaiden and the succubus, but...Gods,
 Darek! What awful conditions have you been laboring under in the lower Realms?”


They’re my wives
, I wanted to say. More than that: I wanted to slam my fist down on the table and make this woman tremble for speaking about my women that way. Only a great amount of control stopped me.

“I have had to endure much,” I said, leaning back in my chair the way I pictured an evil lord would. I even steepled my fingers in my lap to match. With gratification, I watched the shoulders of the woman across from me relax a fraction. “Clearly I’ve been lacking guidance - and most of my memories. I haven’t done too shabby, considering.” I gestured towards the blade between my shoulders. “Even managed to find my sword.”

“Oh yes - Lightslayer.” The corners of the woman’s eyes crinkled. “At least Cara didn’t fuck up there. That girl was always so unreliable when it came to anything not involving you...”

At the mention of Cara, my heart skipped a beat. “My wife?” I blurted, unable to hide the truth. “You...knew my wife?”

The woman stared at me blankly for a moment. Then her face lit up. “You do
 remember!”


She thinks I mean the OLD Darek’s wife,
 I realized. Thank God. I think if this woman knew I had four wives, I’d be in serious trouble right now…


“Not everything,” I said, keeping my cards close to my chest. “But some, yes. The Inner Choir was not completely
 empty.”

That, at least, wasn’t a lie.

Before the woman could ask another question, a trio of liveried servants appeared. They were dressed in formless robes of gold and white, like judges, and wore masks to hide their appearance. One of them carried a tray of pastries; the other, a carafe with a boiling teakettle and mugs. The third held a large book in both hands, cradled against their chest like a child’s toy.

It was this last one the woman gestured to. “Put that on the table next to me,” she insisted. The servant did, then bowed deeply and backed away. Once their coworkers had served the pastries and tea, they did the same.

I wanted to ask about the book. But the moment I saw the food, I realized just how long it had been since I’d had a real meal. My stomach gave a very un-Corruption Lord-like rumble, and the woman giggled with her fingers to her lips.

I dug in. The tea was hot and spiced with some foreign herb I didn’t recognize, and held notes of cinnamon. The pastries were utterly incredible: so light and fluffy that they practically burst apart on my tongue, leaving sugar and rich cream filling.

It was several moments before I realized the woman hadn’t taken food and drink with me. “Careful,” she said teasingly. “Fairies love
 to steal the souls of those who receive their 
hospitality.”

My chewing slowed, but did not stop. I was too hungry to stop - not to mention I had a magic sword on my back. I wasn’t afraid of any fairies.

“Are you a fairy, then?” I asked, wiping a crumb from the corner of my mouth. I gestured at the golden windows. “Is this fairyland?”

The woman looked taken aback. “What? Truly, you can be thicker than pig shit sometimes, Darek. I am joking
. No one’s here to steal your soul!”

A tinkling, musical laugh left her lips. I didn’t trust this woman any further than I could throw her, but it was a nice sound.

“Besides,” she added, placing her hand over top of mine. “You’ve stolen mine
 already.”

I stared at it the way someone might stare at a live viper that had been dumped on the table. I blinked slowly, swallowing the last of my most recent pastry, and cleared my throat. “I thank you for the food and the rescue,” I said, favoring the woman with a smile. “I think it’s time you opened up a portal to the Angerborn.
 My closest advisors are in danger.”

If I’d thought referring to them as my close advisors
 instead of my harem would somehow elude the woman, I’d been wrong. “Oh, Darek!
” she giggled, sounding as if I’d just made the best joke at the party. “You’re incorrigible!”

“I’ve been told that,” I said flatly. “I tend to get what I want.”

“You do.” A sad look entered the woman’s eyes. “I had thought our reunion would be different than this, Corruption Lord. You can’t blame a girl for wanting to preserve a little mystery, I suppose. Do you really
 think I’m a fairy?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. 
Fairies are much less dangerous than whatever you are.


The woman giggled again. “I’m a Goddesskin
, Corruption Lord. One of the ancient rulers of Highhold - which just so happens to be the Realm you’re in right now. The highest
 Realm of the Eight, the one which looks down on all the others. Where the Gods and Goddesses play.”


Highhold
. It ticked off the final box on my list. I now knew the names of all the Realms - save for the Eighth, where the Great Hero lay waiting for my challenge. I had to claim the other seven first…

Suddenly the woman leaned forward. This time, she wasn’t the slightest bit subtle: she shoved her tits in my face, climbed across the table and sat down in my lap. I was barely able to control myself with such a needy, beautiful woman in my arms - yet there was something inside of her that made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. How did I know this woman?

How did she know me
?

“Who are you?” I grunted, my hands sliding to her waist of their own accord.

She pursed her lips and arched her eyebrows. “My name is Semiramis,” she whispered, sounding like the most haughty yet submissive creature in the universe at the same time. “And I…”

Her hand tapped my shoulder - and my menu opened
.

It should have been impossible. My menu was a glowing box containing my vital statistics, summonable by my will and mine alone. Even sharing the information with my wives hadn’t given them the power to open
 my menu themselves: that was something only I was supposed to be able to do. The fact that she was able to do so with such ease could mean only one 
thing.

We had once been intimately
 connected.

My surprise doubled when Semiramis popped open my Followers list. There was the roster of girls I’d added to my inner circle, the wives and harem girls who’d received access to my corruption magic. It was a long list, and nearly full. But it wasn’t any of the names I knew so well that made my eyes bulge out of my head and my jaw hit the floor. It was the new one.

Well, not the new one. More like the old
 one. The scrambled entry in my Follower list that had been sitting in the first slot since the day I came to the Eight Realms, glitched and scrambled beyond recognition.

She’d just unscrambled it.


Follower One: Semiramis
, it said, in the same font and style as the others. Race: Goddesskin. Class: Archon. Level: <ERROR>.


It was her.
 It had been her the whole time.

In my lap, Semiramis giggled. “I’m your wife,
 my Lord.”






Chapter Three









“That can’t be true,” I said. I stared at the woman, dumbfounded, willing my brain to process the information faster. “The last Corruption Lord died over one hundred years ago, Semiramis. There’s no way you could remain his wife, or his Follower, for so long.”

The goddesskin’s eyes twinkled. “Time means nothing to us here in Highhold,” she explained, shifting in my lap. The motion put the two of us even closer together, and I stiffened. The thought blazed through me like a bonfire: this woman was mine
. My Follower. My wife.

Did that...did that mean I’d Corrupted her? Or that Darek had?

“So you’re mine,” I growled, my hands sliding even lower than they’d been before. My fingers found the bottom of Semiramis’s corset and moved onto the smooth skin beneath. Round fullness met my palm. As my hand slid between her thighs, beneath the length of golden chain, I gasped.

She was wearing nothing beneath that skirt.

“I am,” she purred. “I’ve been waiting a long time for us to get reacquainted, Corruption Lord. You have no idea
 how boring being a goddess truly is...”

I had so many questions about Highhold. But they died on my lips as my fingers pushed deeper into the valley between Semiramis’s legs. She let out a gasp and grabbed my wrist, and for a moment I thought she was going to stop me. No chance: instead, she pushed the digits further, into something warm and wet.

My control slipped. Who could blame me? There was a gorgeous, golden goddess in my lap. She’d just told me there was no need to use my Corruption Gaze on her - she already
 belonged to me. My wife. My property.

How could I resist claiming her?

I leaned over against the furred back of the seat and covered Semiramis’s lips with my own. Her lustful moan was all the permission I needed to grab her hips, push her against the arm of the chair, and throw one of her legs over the plush back. Her other boot went to the floor, arching her pelvis as she presented herself to me.

This was crazy. I’d only just met this woman, and she was offering herself to me? But it felt right - righter than just about anything I’d felt since I’d been transported to the Realm of Skye. I wanted
 this woman, deep in my bones. It was just like with Cara. I couldn’t fault the choices the previous Corruption Lord had made: both of us definitely had the same ‘types’ when it came to women.

Semiramis batted her eyelashes at me. Something in her face changed. It was only there for an instant, but it was unmistakable. That ageless presence peered out from behind her beautiful mask once more: and no matter how turned on the goddesskin was, one thing was clear. It didn’t love me. It didn’t even like
 me very much. Was Semiramis aware of it, or was it buried inside of her?

The change gave me a moment to pull back, and in that moment, guilt flooded me. How could I throw a goddess across a feasting table in the hall of the Gods and plow her with abandon when my wives were in so much danger?

My hand slid around Semiramis’s slender throat. She gasped with anticipation, melting against my fingers. Well,
 I thought, she’s got THAT part of being my wife down, for sure.
 The goddesskin whimpered, nibbling her bottom lip as she writhed beneath my grip.

“Please, Master,” she panted, giving me the kind of fuck-me eyes only a goddess can lay on you. “Please take me…”

A good part of me wanted to do just that. Instead, I grit my teeth and asked a question.

“Why didn’t you come to me on Continent?” I asked, my fingers tightening at her neck. “Before I destroyed the Virago - before any of this? You could have changed everything for me. You could have saved...”

Uncertainty flickered in her eyes. I didn’t say it, but it was clear what both of us were thinking. Saved Cara.


What if my wife had never needed to die?

“Cara knew what she was signing up for,” Semiramis whimpered. She could easily have broken free of my grip at any time - I felt the strength in her limbs like the churning spray of a waterfall - yet she knew it would’ve been a betrayal. The kind I wouldn’t forgive. “All of us did, my Lord. She died so that you could live…”

I stared down at this shameless woman. This goddess offering herself to me like a whore.

My hand left her throat.

“No more of my wives will die,” I grunted, pulling myself back from the brink. I could see the disappointment in Semiramis’ eyes, but ignored it. “That’s the first fucking thing you need to learn about the new me, Semiramis. The first of many
 things, I see.”

“Yes, my Lord,” the goddesskin whispered. That strange presence behind her eyes was gone: for now, at least. “You’re right - perhaps we should
 postpone our reunion celebration for the moment. We have much to discuss…”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “We don’t. If you’re truly my wife, Semiramis, then open a portal to the Angerborn
. The rest of my Followers are in great danger. I have to save them.”

I could tell that she wanted to: that, or she was a world-class actress. Yet after a moment’s hesitation, she shook her head. “Corruption Lord, I cannot.”

Frustration filled my chest. “Are you serious?” My voice was a growl, but I didn’t care. There was something off
 about this woman. She threw herself at me with as much abandon as anyone else who’d felt the corruptive power of the Gaze - but she slipped out of that mode far too easily. “You pledged to serve
 me, Semiramis. I don’t know the first thing about how this Realm of yours works, but once we’re all together on my ship and my wives are safe, we can have a nice long talk about it-”

“My Lord,” the goddesskin said, cutting me off, “I do
 serve you. Which is why I cannot send you to your wives. Not yet.”

I didn’t understand that one bit. “Explain.”

Semiramis opened her mouth. The lights beyond the feasting hall flared, golden streams setting the wall behind us ablaze. For a moment, my mind filled with fireworks shows I’d seen as a kid, before I remembered there were no fireworks here. This wasn’t Earth.

“Dammit!” The goddess rose from my lap, her round ass swaying as she leaned over the table. She was just as naked from behind beneath the chains, and it was so glorious my train of thought derailed for a moment. “Japthet, you asshole…”

“Who?” I felt like I’d heard that name before. It sounded old.

“One of the other Archons.” Semiramis spoke without turning around, her gaze fixed on the windows. “I thought we would have more time to catch up, Corruption Lord, but I see my brothers are even more zealous than usual.”

“Brothers!?
” The thought that I’d stolen the sister
 of a bunch of all-powerful Gods for one of my wives shocked me to my core. “You mean that in, like, a rhetorical sense, right?”

Semiramis let out another one of those very un-goddesslike giggles. “Listen to me now, Corruption Lord. Despite all evidence to the contrary, I want you to know your wives are safe
. No harm will come to them while you’re gone - I promise you that.”

A grunt erupted from my throat. “You couldn’t protect Cara,” I shot back, wanting the remark to hurt. “How can I possibly trust you?”

Her eyes narrowed. There was a little bit of that presence in her now. “You don’t,” she snapped. “You failed
 to stop Gabrielle from getting the Pearls, Darek. Now even Highhold in is danger. You need to fix things. If you don’t make this right, my brothers are going to blast you apart atom-by-atom, and even I won’t be able to save you this time…”

I disagreed with her assessment of my chances against her brothers. I’d killed worse than a pack of asshole gods with biblical names.

“Gabrielle won’t be a problem,” I said. I grabbed Semiramis’s shoulder and turned her to face me. With her watching me over her shoulder, back arched and ass in the air, anyone who came into the feasting hall would’ve thought we were in the middle of some primal, sheet-clawing sex. “I almost had her. I used the Gaze on her, and I nearly took control of her mind. There’s a shard of Corruption in that woman’s brain, Semiramis. A shard she can’t dig out no matter how hard she tries.”

Semiramis wasn’t expecting that. Her pouty lips formed an ‘o’ of surprise, her pupils widening. Beyond her gorgeous body, the lights of the feasting hall grew brighter and brighter. I could hear voices in the wind now - angry ones.

“Gabrielle thinks you’re dead,” the goddesskin said. “That’s the only advantage you have right now. The Pirate Queen thinks her assassin killed you on Skye, and we here in Highhold will do nothing to disabuse her of that notion.”

“What?” I gave a start. “Gabrielle is in contact with this place?”

“Sister!
” The voice rolled through the windows like a tidal wave. Plates and goblets on the table shook, as if an earthquake were rocking the stones of the feasting hall. “You have returned to us! Come, see what Elam found down in Cinder…”


“Fuck!” Semiramis grabbed the heavy book and shoved it into my hands. “Take this. It will explain things better than I could. Find Gabrielle and kill her. Quickly
. Do whatever you have to bring her down. Remember who you once were, my Lord - the master of evil and corruption!”

I knew. Better than she could imagine.

“Send me back to my wives,” I snarled, “and I’ll do everything you ask. Gabrielle will serve us forever!”

I could tell immediately it was the exact wrong thing to say. Actual fear
 filled the Goddess’s face, as if I’d just pulled out a dagger and told her it had the ability to slay her own kind. Her lithe body trembled.

She grabbed my head from both sides, bringing my face close to hers. “You mustn’t
,” she said, sounding so intense that I almost threw caution to the wind and took her right then and there. “You must never
 add the Pirate Queen to your harem, Darek. Promise me that! To do so...it would be the worst mistake you could possibly make!”


Why
? Gabrielle was just a woman, wasn’t she? A powerful woman. Which made her a perfect candidate to serve me.

“Sister!?
” The divine voice held a trace of worry now. “Are you alright?”


“Promise me, Darek,” Semiramis whispered quickly. “Otherwise I won’t help you. I’ll let them find you and take out their revenge, unless you swear to me you’ll kill Gabrielle rather than corrupt her!”

It was an easy enough thing to swear to. After all, she’d made a mistake: she’d asked Darek
 to swear. Not Craig.
 I had the distinct impression the Corruption Lord got off on technicalities like that.

“Of course,” I said. Her shoulders relaxed, relief filling her face. “Gabrielle had one of my harem girls murdered, Semiramis. She hired assassins to try and destroy my wives. I want her dead
, not in my bed.”

That was a lie - I sort of wanted both. But the answer satisfied Semiramis. “Good. Now you have to go. I wish I could explain more. Hang onto the book - you won’t get far without it!”

Wait, what? There was still so much I didn’t understand. I’d 
only just set foot in this Realm, and I was already being expelled. Which begged the question: where was Semiramis sending me?

She’d told me she wasn’t taking me back to my wives. So Continent was out of the picture. Skye was an empty shell. Where the hell else could she put me?

“Once you’ve killed Gabrielle,” she said, as if in response to my thought, “everything will be clear. You’ll get your wives and your harem back - but in truth, you won’t even notice. Once you spend a night with me, you’ll care for them not, Corruption Lord.”

I doubted that. I was sure Semiramis and I would have some hot, incredibly-fulfilling sex - but good enough to make me forget Mariah and Necessity? Not a chance. There was no pussy in the universe that
 good.

Besides, Eri would kill me if I tried to walk out on them. Probably more than once.

“You don’t believe me,” Semiramis said. Her face became a mask of sadness, the expression so over the top that it seemed almost inhuman. “You’ve forgotten our lovemaking, Darek. That hurts most of all.”

I was about to protest - when she grabbed me and kissed me hard. Magic flared around us, and suddenly the golden light wasn’t just coming from outside of the feasting hall. It was in me, as well.

Fantasies erupted behind my eyes. I saw Semiramis in a thousand poses and positions, making love to me in ways I had never conceived. No - making love wasn’t the right word.

What the goddesskin and I were doing was fucking,
 plain and simple. Primal and unprotected.

“We moved planets
 
when we were together,” the goddess panted. The amount of sheer lust in her voice made me shiver. “Stars went supernova when you came inside me, Darek. Trust
 me - it will be worth the wait. Now go!”

She shoved me - and when she did, it was like the chair no longer existed. As sun-bright figures advanced into the hall, the room shifted around me and I crashed to the floor. The stone enveloped me, turning as insubstantial as air. I fell, the book clutched tight to my chest as the blindingly bright world of Highhold faded to black.

But not before I caught a glimpse of the man. I would have recognized him anywhere - in truth, I’d seen him before, just never in real life.

When I’d been injured and near death inside the Virago Shieldmaiden’s palace at Thessalia, I’d had a nightmare that was more than a nightmare. I’d been back inside the big passenger jet as it fell out of the sky, tumbling into the Pacific Ocean just the way it had before Mariah pulled me through her portal.

I’d seen the stewardess go flying, her neck snapping as she slammed into the roof of the cabin. And as the fuselage tipped downwards, leading into the mouth of hell, I’d seen that man walking out of the cockpit. A man so bright that you couldn’t look at him directly. A man who’d called himself my mortal foe.

The man Semiramis had called her ‘brother’ was none other than the Great Hero.






Chapter Four









What happened next was almost beyond comprehension. The golden mountains of Highhold gave way to static, as if the world was an old television and someone had just changed the channel. Between one blink and the next, the feasting hall where I’d been speaking to Semiramis was gone.

In its place was Heaven.

Not literally Heaven, surely - it couldn’t be. Not in the Eight Realms, at least. But it looked like every depiction of the place I’d ever seen in popular media: clouds, brilliant palaces, streets made out of solid gold.

I wasn’t dead though, right? Whatever Semiramis might have done to me, she hadn’t killed me. Otherwise I should have been able to feel it. Right?

I hit one of those streets and sank right through, dipping beneath as if it weren’t even there. For a moment I thought the whole thing was an illusion - then it hit me. It wasn’t an illusion - I
 was.

This had to be Eterne. The Realm just beneath Highhold. The one Chloe had told me never to go to - she’d said something was ‘wrong’ with it. I didn’t see any obvious signs of corruption, but I was falling way too fast to focus on the small 
details.

Suddenly the static was back. I screamed, my fingertips digging into the book, and flipped from my back to my stomach. “I am sick to death of falling!” I roared, starting to get pissed off. “This is no different than when I was in Skye-”

The static ended, and I was in Skye. Good grief
. Really!?


An hour or two had done the Realm no favors. It was the same empty shell of piercing blue sky and impossibly white clouds, with neither floating islands or airships to be seen. At one point I saw a speck off in the distance and wondered if it might be Serena, but this Realm faded even faster than the last. As if whatever Semiramis had done to me was as bored with it as I was.

This time when the static washed over me, I was ready. I wasn’t an idiot - I knew how to count. Beneath Highhold was Eterne, beneath Eterne was Skye...which meant I was about to be home. The Realm of Continent lay beneath me, which was where my airship full of wives had been heading when it passed through the portal. I wondered if they’d figured out yet that I wasn’t on board.

Had they gone to Thessalia, or back to Wrathholme? Either way, it didn’t matter. Once I was back on solid ground in my home Realm, I could contact Mariah and Necessity via portal. They could arrange to teleport me wherever they were, and we’d all be together again.

I’d have quite a story to tell, I thought. One they might not even believe…

As soon as the static faded, I reached for Lightslayer. The blade’s magic surged through my veins, filling me with raw power. Alright, time to stop this,
 I thought, grinning. End of the line, goddess…


A pillar of pure ice flowed from my fingertips. Lightslayer’s amplifying magic made it larger than it would have been, until the frozen spell lay ten feet deep in front of me. I angled myself feet-first, intending to ride the thing down like a surfboard.

Instead, I passed right through.

“Hey - what gives!” My free hand left the sword, reaching for anything to cling to, but it was no use. I might as well have been made of mist for all that I could interact with the spell I’d just cast.

My memories of Skye came flooding back. Good thing I know how to stop a fall
.

This time I didn’t bother using the sword to juice myself up. Tucking the book Semiramis gave me beneath an arm, I spread my hands in front of me in the shape of a fan and channelled flame. Heat blazed to life between my fingers, the very air igniting as a building-sized fireball roared through the skies of Continent.

It was no use. It didn’t slow my fall a whit. I fell right through, the ground looming closer and closer.


This isn’t fucking fair,
 I thought, watching as the side of a mountain filled my vision. Just once, I’d love to have a wife who can follow a simple command...


I expected static as I hit the ground. After all, that’s what I’d seen so far - Realm, static, another Realm, etc. I was surprised when the wave of black-and-white specks I’d been waiting for failed to materialize.

I was even more
 surprised when I realized I was no longer falling downwards. I was falling up
.

The change in direction was even more disorienting than it 
sounded. I was inside of a building, going upwards floor by floor as if I’d just jumped on the Eight Realm’s biggest trampoline. Beige walls shuddered around me, moving too fast for me to discern any details. Everything around me felt...dirty, and in a bad state of repair. I disliked this place almost immediately.

Just when I thought I could take no more, the strange travel ended. I found myself laying on a flat, narrow bed, staring up at a gray ceiling made out of gray tiles. A large red stain was splayed across the ones just over my head, faded to a reddish brown the color of rust.

I sat up. And gasped.

I recognized
 this place. I’d never been here, but I’d seen places like it any number of times. This was a hospital room. I recognized the ‘bed’ I’d ended up on as a cracked gurney, one wheel missing. Next to it were gray machines covered in dust, their once-bright screens dimmed and switched off.

“What the fuck?” I muttered. My legs hung over the side of the gurney as I stared down at a filthy floor. “I’m not...I’m not back on Earth
, am I?”

It wasn’t a crazy thing to think. The machines in the room were clearly medical equipment - modern
 medical equipment, at that. I hadn’t seen technology this advanced anywhere else in the Eight Realms: with the sole exception of the Inner Choir.

I thought things couldn’t get any crazier. Then I heard a reedy, female voice and nearly jumped out of my skin.

“You are in the Realm of Vortex, Corruption Lord.”

I didn’t hesitate - I drew my sword. Whatever would be lying in wait for me here after Semiramis’s spell would be powerful, which meant it probably wasn’t on my side. I feared an 
ambush.

“Who’s there?” The black and green blade flashed in the dimly lit room. The only illumination was coming from out in the hallway, which told me this place had lost electricity a long time ago. “Show yourself!”

“Corruption Lord.” The voice was to my side, somewhere below me. “It’s me.”

I leaned over the gurney. The hospital floor was cracked and filthy - there was nothing there except the book Semiramis gave me.

The book spoke. “Hi.”

I grabbed the sword with both hands and aimed the point directly at the cover. The book sat on the floor, impassive. What...what did you even say
 to an attacking book?

“Don’t move,” I said, able to think of nothing else.

The book laughed. “I’m not going anywhere.”

After a few moments, I concluded it was probably right. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t the only threat here. This room was far too dark - a little light would help me figure out exactly where I’d gotten myself tossed by that tramp Semiramis…

I held out my hand and conjured a simple light spell. Nothing happened.

Frowning, I tried again. The room remained dark.

“What are you doing?” The book sounded bored. “Aren’t we going to go kill some people? Isn’t that what you do when you don’t have any nonhumans around to fuck?”

“Just a minute,” I muttered, feeling sheepish. “Something’s wrong with my magic. It’s not working.”

The book’s cover opened a fraction of an inch. The pages rolled in a rustle of paper, and it took me a moment to realize this was the thing’s way of scoffing. “Well, of course
 it doesn’t,” the book said, like I was some kind of idiot. “You’re in the Lower Realms.”

My eyebrows drew together. I’d heard that term before. “Semiramis called Continent a ‘Lower Realm’,” I said, not taking my free hand off the sword.

“Semiramis thinks everything that isn’t Highhold is a Lower Realm,” the book said with a papery yawn. “She’d consign us all to the flames for good if she could get away with it.” The book paused, as if worried it had said too much. “Do you really not know the difference between an Upper Realm and a Lower one?”

The more I listened to it, the more sure I was that the book’s voice was female. It sounded young, authoritative, but also a little fun - like a librarian who liked to get frisky on the weekends. That was probably a terrible reason to let my guard down around it, but I was only a man.

I slid the sword back into its scabbard. Whatever this thing was, it didn’t seem inclined to attack. Or able to, for that matter.

“Book,” I said with a weary sigh, “I think you’ll find I know very little.”

“Oh dear.” It vibrated gently against the tile floor. “Could you pick me up, please?”

I complied. The book was around the size of a trade paperback, but thicker. The binding crackled gently beneath my fingers, like the skin of something that had been dried and pickled.

“Do I even want to know what this is you’re bound in, book?” I asked.

“No. You really don’t.” The book did that little shuffle with its pages once more, this time more like a throat clearing sound than a scoff. “Open me, please. Whatever page you want - I’m not picky.”

“An ‘any hole’ kind of girl, huh?” Despite the circumstances, I couldn’t keep myself from cracking jokes. I flipped open the cover, only to discover all of the book’s pages were blank. Stark white sheets of papyrus greeted my view, almost brilliant against the dim backdrop of the hospital.

“Are you going to talk to me like that the entire time we’re together?” the book asked.

I shrugged. “Probably.”

It waited a beat. “Good. I think we’ll get along just fine, then.”

I laughed. It was a mad little sound in that broken building, but a happy one. “I think I might’ve just found a kindred spirit, book,” I told the heavy tome.

“You need the humor,” it agreed. “You’re in even worse shape than Semiramis thought. Just getting out of this area is going to be a major challenge.”

I ignored the remark. I could handle whatever this Realm wanted to throw at me. “What’s your name, anyway? I can’t just keep calling you ‘book’. Do you have a proper title?”

The book did that page-turning, throat-clearing motion once more. “I am the Lexicon Octalogius, Corruption Lord. A chronicle of all the knowledge of the Eight Realms known by my Mistress, the Heirarch Semiramis. Normally I am reserved for her use alone - but by her order, I am to accompany you here in the Realm of Vortex.”

“I see. Kind of a mouthful.” A bolt of inspiration struck me. “What does Semiramis call you?”

“Book
,” the book said. “She doesn’t get terribly clever with it.”

I thought about it for a moment. “I’m going to call you Lexi,” I decided. “Lexicon Octalogius
 is way too many syllables. Would that be alright with you?”

I didn’t think it was possible for a book to look gratified, but somehow Lexi managed it. “Yes, my Lord. That would be most pleasurable.”

I didn’t ask how
 exactly it would be pleasurable. Presumably, the pleasure would be all hers. Unless this book was even more full of surprises than I expected.

“Very well, Lexi. I think you’d better get started with my education.”

“Sounds like a plan,” the book agreed. “Carry me out into the hallway. We need a bit more light than this.”

I dragged the gurney out into the hallway with me, the missing wheel grinding against the floor in a shower of sparks. Lexi remained silent while I sat down on the edge, fitting myself beneath a hole in the ceiling through which wan light illuminated the hall.

“Alright,” I said, opening the book onto my lap. “Let’s get started, Lexi.”

Clearly, I had a lot to learn.






Chapter Five









Lexi shuffled her pages, opening to a point in the middle of the book. Blank pages flipped before my eyes, each indistinguishable from the next. There was no way to tell why Lexi had selected this particular part of the book to use: it was more than likely just her whim. I made a mental note to ask her about it later.

Then I turned my attention to the book. Lines formed across the parchment, twisting as they wrapped around each other like snakes. Slowly they formed words, images - a full page of reference material. Neat trick,
 I thought, wondering what else this book could do.

“I’m not entirely sure how much knowledge you have about the Eight Realms,” Lexi said. She really did sound like a librarian sometimes - there was a soothing, authoritative cadence to her voice when she spoke about facts and figures. “Hence, I’m going to start with the basics.”

“Pretend I’m a newborn babe,” I said. I’d already decided to keep my own stockpile of knowledge about this world to myself. Lexi definitely seemed like she was on my side: but I wasn’t a complete idiot. I’d been paying attention when she called Semiramis her Mistress
. This book belonged to the goddess from Highhold, and I had no doubt that anything I 
said to it would get back to her sooner or later.

I still wasn’t quite sure how I felt about Semiramis. I wanted her, of course, but...there was something off about the goddess. She wasn’t yet worthy of my trust: which meant that I’d keep tight-lipped around Lexi.

As much as possible, that is.

The lines on Lexi’s pages began to form a map. To my surprise, it resembled the homemade one Chloe and I had put together back on the Ragnarok
: a series of sunrises and sunsets around a central line at the middle of the page. It made my drawing look like something a kid would put on the refrigerator, sure - but the information was the same.

Except for one thing. Lexi had drawn two
 thick lines at the center of the map, not one.

“The Eight Realms,” the book said, vibrating gently in my hands. “Or seven of them, at least. The Eighth could fill an entire book by itself. We’d be sitting here all week for that
 lesson, I’m sure.”

I wanted to ask for more, but I remained quiet.

“Anyway,” the book said, clearing it’s non-existent throat, “you and I recently fell through the Upper Realms. From top to bottom, they are: Highhold, the Realm of the Gods; Eterne, the Realm of the Angels, and Skye-”

“The Realm of...sky
,” I finished, chuckling. “Something like that, right?”

I could tell Lexi was irritated I’d interrupted her. “Yes,” the book sputtered, a page scraping against the one beneath it like a foot tapping against the tile. “The lowest is the Realm of Continent, where Mistress tells me you emerged when you came from...wherever it is that you came from.”

“Earth,” I said, a pang of homesickness passing over me. Something I’d never thought of occurred to me. “Earth isn’t the Eighth Realm, is it?” I asked.

Lexi swayed back and forth gently: the book equivalent of shaking her head. “That would make things easier, wouldn’t it? No, we were speaking of Continent.”

I nodded. “Go ahead.”

“The four of them comprise the Upper Realms,” she said, slipping back into that sexy-teacher voice. “Within them is all the magic you know and understand, along with the leveling system you’re familiar with. People grow in power by using their skills, and even more
 powerful by joining themselves to a person like you with special abilities. But you already know all this.”

I knew it in my gut - but hearing it spelled out gave the whole thing clarity. “I appreciate it, nevertheless,” I told the book, meaning it.

Was that a blush
 spreading across it’s cover? “You are here,” Lexi said, drawing another line across the second line at the center of the map. “The Realm of Vortex. Beneath Continent are the Lower Realms, which work differently than the Upper. There’s a different magic system, for instance. Levels and experience do not necessarily carry over, outside of special circumstances.”

“New skill trees,” I said, the knowledge blazing to life in my head. “No wonder I can’t cast any magic. Are you seriously telling me I have to start all over again, Lexi?”

The book tittered. “You do,” she said, “but it won’t be as arduous as the first time. Not with me to guide you.”

“I appreciate it.”

Yep - that was definitely a blush. “The Realms beneath Continent are as follows, my Lord.” As she spoke, she highlighted the half-circles beneath the twinned lines. “Vortex, the Twin Realm. Cinder, the Realm of Fire. Umbra, the Realm of Darkness.”

I knew most of that to begin with: except the part about Vortex. “The Twin Realm?” I asked. “What the hell does that mean?”

“You can’t see it from here, obviously,” Lexi explained, “but the topography of Vortex and Continent are quite similar. Here, let me show you.”

She turned one of her pages, revealing two blank ones. Within moments, each side filled with colored lines. They formed into a map: a map of Continent on one side; a map of Vortex on the other.

Suddenly I understood. “They’re exactly the same,” I said, glancing from one to the other. “Like two long, fat croissants.”

“Continent and Vortex are twinned,” Lexi said. “Both Realms have an effect on the other - like the sides of a magnet. Each is considered a ‘starting point’ for the Upper and Lower Realms, respectively. There are even instances in which doing something in Continent affects its twin in Vortex, for example.”

“Interesting.” I found myself sitting up straighter, examining the maps with a keener eye. If I couldn’t get back to Continent and my wives directly
, then what Lexi had just told me was a lever I could use to reach them. Maybe. I needed to think about it.

“Tell me more about the leveling system,” I said, turning the page. The maps of the Realms were replaced with Lexi’s large reference sheets.

“I think it would be instructive to open your Follower roster now, my Lord.”

I agreed. With a blink, I summoned up the glowing box which allowed me to interface with the Eight Realms’ underlying systems. My inventory, my vital information, the women who served me...all of it was contained within. Another blink, quick as thought, and my list of Followers floated in the air in front of me:


Followers:
 Seven (7) currently. At your current level on the Path of Corruption, you can have a maximum of ten (10) Followers at once.

Follower One:

<ERROR>

Follower Two:

Name: Mariah - Race: Succubus - Level (UR/LR): 55/1 - Class: Mage

Follower Three:

Name: Kyoko - Race: Catgirl - Level (UR/LR): 22/1 - Class: Thief

Follower Four:

Name: Necessity - Race: Elf - Level (UR/LR): 55/1 - Class: Assassin

Follower Five:

Name: Reina - Race: Human - Level (UR/LR): 40/1 - Class: Royal

Follower Six:

Name: Serenity - Race: Elf - Level (UR/LR): 55/1 - Special Class: Queen of Virago Shieldmaidens

Follower Seven:

Name: Sasha - Race: Human - Level (UR/LR) - 40/1 - Class: 
Engineer

I noticed a few things immediately. “Semiramis is gone,” I said, my fingertip brushing the first entry in my Follower roster. Every time I’d pulled up this screen before meeting the goddess, that particular entry had been glitched and corrupted beyond the point of readability. In Highhold it had been as clear as day: yet now, it was glitched out again.

“That’s to be expected,” Lexi explained. “My Mistress is...a bit of a rarity, as Followers go. You wouldn’t expect most women with powers like hers to submit to a man, no matter who he might be.”

“I’m not most men,” I said with a smirk. “There’s a lot of new information here. I’m guessing UR
 and LR
 refer to ‘Upper Realms’ and ‘Lower Realms’?”

“You would be correct!” Lexi looked pleased. “Unfortunately, no members of your harem have gained any Lower Realm levels. This makes them considerably weaker than they would be on the Realm of Continent, or in any of the Upper Realms.”

“I’ll have to remember that,” I said, rubbing my stubble-covered chin. When was the last time I’d shaved? “So I’m going to have to power up all over again, huh? Sounds like a fun time, I suppose. I’m glad I don’t lose any of my Followers in the process - that would be a pain.”

“Those you have bound to you remain bound to you,” the book intoned solemnly. “In this Realm and every
 Realm.”

I tried to ignore how serious that sounded. “Show me where I can spend my initial skill points,” I said, dismissing the Follower roster. “I want to get started on whatever this place’s equivalent of the Path of Corruption is as quickly as possible.”

Lexi paused. There were entire paragraphs
 in that pause.

“There are no skill trees in the Lower Realms,” the book said in a tiny voice.

I stared at the pages in front of me, stunned. “Excuse me? How the hell am I supposed to get stronger, then?”

The book coughed. “Daemons.”

I stared into the depths of Lexi’s pages for a long moment. Then I glanced up at the hole in the ceiling, sighing deeply. “Tell me you’re joking.”

The pages turned. “You gain experience levels through combat in the Lower Realms, just like you do everywhere else,” Lexi explained, filling the new pages with diagrams. “But skills don’t grow on trees here. Neither do magic spells. You learn them via Daemons.”

I put a hand to my forehead. “Okay. How do I get
 Daemons?”

I could feel Lexi’s smirk. “You’re going to like this part. You bind them to you, forcing them to obey your commands. They become an expression of your will - and you even get a roster to keep track of them. Sound familiar at all?”

My eyebrows shot to my hairline. It was exactly what I’d been doing. “Turns out I’ve been training for this for quite some time,” I said, chuckling to myself.

“It’s a very simple loop,” Lexi said. “Recruit Daemons, fight with them and level up. Levelling up will allow you to recruit even more powerful Daemons, and the whole process repeats.”

“Until I’m the most powerful person in the Lower Realms,” I said, finishing for her. “Then I can stop Gabrielle.”

“Exactly. You’ll even gain magic yourself. Once your Daemons reach a certain level, you can learn their skills as your own. This

, and not skill trees, is how you get access to high-level abilities and magic. So you’ll want to think about what kind of magic the Daemons you recruit can do before you expend effort making them yours.”

I was nodding along now. The more Lexi spoke, the more excited I was becoming about this new Realm. How had I been so worried about this place? I understood the rules - they were the same as everywhere else in the Eight Realms. Get stronger, tame babes, see your enemies driven before you. I could get with that.

“I’m sold,” I told the book. “Where do I go to get Daemons? I’m itching to try out these new systems!”

“That’s wonderful.” Lexi’s voice dropped a step. “It may be difficult, however, for a man like you to tame low-level daemons. You’re quite powerful, you see.”

That was news to me. “I thought I started over at Level one,” I said.

“You do,” Lexi assured me, “but that sword on your back is a Level 99 artifact weapon down here. That’s a good thing, because you’ll be able to do lots of damage with it to anything that might attack us. But it’s bad for low-level daemons, because-”

“Because I need to weaken them first,” I said, thinking about some of the video games I played as a kid. The kind where you caught creatures and used them to fight for you. “Slicing them through with Lightslayer will kill them on the spot. Fuck. Okay, I guess I’ll just have to think of something.” Something occurred to me. “Where are we headed by the way, Lexi? We can’t just hang out in this hospital waiting for these daemons to come to us.”

The book vibrated against my palms. “Of course we can’t,” she 
said, sounding a bit irritated. “As soon as you’re powered up enough, we’re going to Night City. It’s roughly here-”

Her pages turned, flipping back to the twin maps of Continent and Vortex. Lexi sent a bold red line of ink slithering across her parchment - it stopped right where the city of Thessalia was in my homeland and encircled the city walls. My heart did a double-beat against my ribcage: that was exactly where my wives would be headed with my airship.

The beginnings of a plan bubbled in the back of my brain. Interesting…


Lexi wasn’t paying attention - she continued to lecture like a college professor who didn’t care whether her students were bored or not. “It’s Gabrielle’s home territory, much like the city that stands in that spot in the Realm of Continent is yours,
 my Lord. Now that Gabrielle has the Pearls - which, incidentally, count as daemons of their own under the rules of this Realm - she’ll retreat there to regroup and plan her next attack.” The book paused, growing thoughtful. “My Mistress assured me she will spend a lot of time there, although I’m not certain why that would be so. One would think Gabrielle would favor speed under the circumstances…”

I knew why. “It’s because of me,” I explained. It felt strange to be the one educating the book for once, instead of the other way around. “When Gabrielle and I fought in the Realm of Skye, I used my Corruption Gaze on her. I would have brought her under my power, if someone hadn’t sabotaged my airship.”

The memory stung. I wanted to erase it with victory as soon as possible.

“I don’t understand,” Lexi said. I got the impression she didn’t say that very often. “Why would that delay Gabrielle?”

“She’s got a shard of my Corruption power lodged in her 
brain,” I said. “Half of that woman wants to kill me, and the other half wants her to drop to her knees in front of me and...well. I shouldn’t say things like that in front of you, I suppose.”

The book waited a beat. “I wouldn’t mind hearing more,” Lexi said in a new voice.

I stared down at her pages, my brows furrowed together. “Book. Are you hitting
 on me?”

“Would it be a problem if I was?”

My eyes bulged slightly. “Only in that I have no idea how the two of us would even…”

I trailed off, because I could hear something. Far away and a few floors beneath us were the sound of voices. Several of them. Three,
 I thought, cocking my head to the side as one of them laughed. No, four? A whole party.


“Shit,” Lexi swore. “We’ve got company. And we were just getting to the good part...”

I grinned. “Let’s go bag ourselves a daemon, book. I’m eager to get started conquering this new Realm.”

Lexi sighed. “Fine. But we’re continuing this conversation later.”

Of that, I had no doubt. I drew Lightslayer, gazing down the green and black blade with as much admiration as I would the naked bodies of any of my wives. The book I tucked into my robes, choosing the deepest pocket in the right-hand side so it would stay secure in a fight.

Then I headed downstairs to greet my welcoming party.






Chapter Six









It was a short walk down the hospital stairs to the lobby. By the time I reached ground level, the voices were loud enough that I could pick out individual speakers within the group. Holding Lightslayer at the ready, Semiramis’s magical book tucked into my robes, I shoved open the front door of the building and stepped out into the street, seeing the Realm of Vortex for the first time.

For a moment, my mind reeled. It had been so long since I’d been home, since I’d walked the streets of a real city and seen tall buildings surrounding me. Stepping onto the street felt like entering some fragment of my own memory. For a moment, the thoroughfare looked brand-new, a metropolis beneath a leaden purple sky.

Then I noticed how everything was falling apart. If this was a modern city, it had been abandoned years ago. The building across from me had blown-out windows, graffiti sprayed across its marble front in a language I couldn’t read. Weeds grew through the cracked pavement. The whole scene looked apocalyptic, or maybe post-apocalyptic: it wasn’t clear whether the end of this Realm had already happened or was still occurring.


Vortex,
 I thought, looking up and down the broad road. This is 
where you came from, Gabrielle? I hope your entire Realm doesn’t look like this…


The figures blended in so well with the scenery that they were nearly on me before I noticed them. There were three, not four the way I’d guessed, dressed in nearly identical robes of gray and black. One of them had the hips and bust of a woman, while the other two were lean and sharp as knives.

I couldn’t see any of their faces. They wore masks: half-moons of cracked ceramic with sad, crying faces painted across them in black and red ink. It gave the trio a dolorous appearance completely at odds with the confident, cocky way they carried themselves.

The woman stepped forward, cocking her head in the direction of my sword. “That,” she hissed to her fellows, “is one impressive blade.”

“Worth a whole lot of shards,” the man to her left said. His arms were crossed over his chest, his foot tapping the broken pavement.

“Where’d you get that sword, stranger?” The third figure sounded like a boy. He couldn’t be more than college age.

I looked from one figure to the next, sizing them up. Access to my magic would’ve made it a definite thing, but yeah - I could take them. They outnumbered me three-to-one, but I was armed. They had no weapons that I could see. It made me bolder than I should’ve been.

“My wife gave it to me,” I said, with the imperious smirk that made my cultists drop to their knees and kiss the ground. “Well - one
 of my wives.”

The woman laughed at that. “Merk,” she said, gesturing to the man at her left. “Zell. Take his sword.”

“That,” I said, dropping into a stance, “would be a terrible mistake.”

The trio shared a confused look. Then they reached into their pockets, and I realized just how much trouble I’d walked into.

I’m not sure what I expected them to draw on me. Swords, probably - guns, perhaps. I hadn’t seen a gun since coming to the Eight Realms that hadn’t been bolted onto one of Skye’s airships, but if there was anywhere such weapons might flourish, it would be the strange, apocalyptic Realm of Vortex.

What I didn’t realize was how different the rules were here. The three masked figures didn’t bother with personal weapons at all - they had something much better at their disposal.

Daemons.

Three lightning strikes attacked the cracked pavement. Three puffs of smoke, rising into the air with the singed scent of ozone. When they had cleared, three identical daemons stood on the street, standing between the trio of attackers and myself. I shifted my sword from a two-handed grip to a single one, adjusting to the new presences.

The creatures didn’t match the mental picture Lexi had given me. They were squat, gray figures around four and a half feet tall: each of them came up roughly to my chest. Their bodies were covered in overlapping scales of chitin, forming a carapace like a crab or a lobster. If a character creator in a video game had an axis with “cockroach” on one side and “crustacean” on the other, these things would be what you’d get if you set it right in the middle.

Their beady red eyes swayed on stalks as they turned their attention to me. Bile filled the back of my throat; these creatures were fucking disgusting
.

“I do not want daemons like these,” I snarled, knowing that Lexi would be able to hear it. “Jesus, you three are gross as hell…”

The daemons shared a confused look. One of them looked back at their handlers, its stalks swaying like it was waiting for confirmation.

“Get the sword,” the woman said from behind her mask. “We don’t care about the man.”


You don’t care, huh?
 I thought, springing into action. You’re about to, bitch. You have no fucking clue…


Before the inquisitive daemon could turn back around to face me, I struck. My foot hit the edge of the pavement and sent me into a leap, Lightslayer singing in my hands like a dark siren. The blade flashed in a wide arc as I struck the nearest daemon, putting every ounce of strength I had into the cut.


Level ninety-nine artifact blade,
 I thought grimly. Let’s hope it still works in my level one hands…


The blade slashed right through the daemon. It screamed; a high, piercing ululation of pain and fear as the blow sheaved it in half. The two halves of the creature sank to the pavement, wriggling, then dissolved. A bolt of lightning shot from the place where it’s body had been to the pockets of the man on the right. The daemon wasn’t truly dead: damaging it had caused it to be unsummoned and returned to its owner.


Ha! This is easy!
 I grinned at the thought of so much carnage. Now it’s two on one, you assholes-


A wall of water struck me in the face.

The other two daemons hadn’t even flinched when their fellow dropped dead right in front of them. Instead, they’d been channeling their magic. Each conjured a wall of water, ten feet 
high and wider than the storage locker I’d kept my stuff in when I moved out of my ex-girlfriend’s apartment. The first surged across the concrete while I was slicing the slower daemon in half and sent me sprawling to the ground. I lay gasping as it passed over me, water streaming from my nostrils.


That was extremely unpleasant,
 I thought, rising to a sitting position. Although it doesn’t seem to have actually hurt me-


By the time I saw the second wave, it was already too late. I barely had time to throw up Lightslayer in front of me as a wall of foamy blue water slammed into my body. This time it felt like it lasted longer and hit harder - or maybe I was just weakened from the first hit. Either way, I was sputtering with rage by the time it rolled past me.

The two waves collapsed at the far end of the street, filling the vestibule of the hospital with ankle-deep water. The two daemons remaining looked like they were already charging up their next spell. Behind them, the trio of punks watched impassively, their faces inscrutable behind their masks. Were they surprised that I was putting up a fight, or did those ceramic masks hide smug expressions of superiority?

If I were in command of my Upper Realm magic, I could have fried them all to a crisp right then and there. Instead I hefted Lightslayer into a two-handed stance and charged the second daemon. It’s antennae twitched with fear as it realized it had been chosen as my next target. It shuffled backwards on its squat legs, a shimmer of magic building near its midsection.

“First I’m going to kill these monsters,” I snarled, aiming a wild cut at the daemon. It backed away - then tripped over the curb, falling onto its back in a heap. Perfect. “Then I’m going to teach you what happens to people who try and take down the Corruption Lord three-on-one…”

The daemon’s limbs flailed helplessly as it stared up at me. I drove Lightslayer down point-first, aiming for its heart. There was a horrible cracking sound as the daemon’s chest collapsed inward, buckling like a weak floorboard. Gritting my teeth, I pushed downward until the tip of my blade hit concrete. Only when the daemon was completely speared through did I pull back, the black-and-green blade spatted with red blood.

The trio looked panicked. Two of their precious daemons had already been slain, and the third wasn’t far behind. As I turned to face it, I asked myself why I’d ever been frightened by these creatures to begin with. They were disgusting, to be sure, but they barely put up anything resembling a real fight. Killing them was as easy as slaughtering cattle.

I grinned savagely at the final daemon, brandishing my blade. My bloodstream sang with the thrill of battle, triumph roaring in my veins. In some ways, the battlefield and the bedroom were more alike than they appeared. Each excited me in different ways - but they never failed to excite me.

I was so focused on bringing down the final daemon that I didn’t notice Lexi’s muffled cries from inside my pocket. I failed to recognize that I’d just turned my back on the trio of street thugs, as if there was nothing they could do to me. Most crucially, I’d forgotten the most important part of Lexi’s lesson on how magic worked in this Realm.

Once you trained a demon long enough, you could learn its powers.

The first wall of water hit me so hard I nearly passed out. The ground roared up to meet me, smacking me right in the face. Lightslayer fell from my nerveless fingers, sliding across the concrete and getting tangled in a clump of weeds.

I rose to my hands and knees with a cry and reached for it. 
Another wall of water slammed into my back. The pain was still minor, but every hit caused it to increase - and when I wiped the saltwater from my eyes, I saw Lightslayer carried away on the wave.

Fuck! They were stealing my sword!

I’d underestimated the gang. They hadn’t so much as blinked as I slaughtered their daemons because they didn’t need them. The trio allowed me to tire myself out on them, wasting my energy, all while keeping their spells at the ready. Now I was down on my hands and knees, struggling to rise.

As I was soon to understand, they had no intention of letting me get back up again.

Wall after wall of water slammed into my body, sending me down to the pavement every time I tried to stand. Every time the water cleared I could see Lightslayer sitting at the entrance to the hospital, it’s pommel caught in one of the doors. If I could just make it to the blade, I could cut these thieves down the way they deserved…

“Take over,” the woman yelled, her voice just audible over the water. “Don’t let him get up.”

She walked up the short steps to the hospital and picked up Lightslayer, testing its weight. She aimed an experimental cut to her left, then her right, admiration written in her posture. “This is a nice sword,” she said.

“I’ll kill you!” I yelled. Visions of Cara pulling Lightslayer from her chest filled my mind’s eye, the memory brimming with pain. “That’s mine
, you bitch-”

She took a few steps forward, raking the tip of the blade against the ground. It threw sparks across the concrete, tossing them this way and that in a manner that was almost 
playful as she came to stand before me. This close, I could see the seductive sway in her hips I hadn’t noticed before.

“Well, I was
 going to let you go,” she said, her voice fringed with irritation. “We only wanted the sword. But if you’re going to be a little bitch about it, I guess we’ll have to kill you.”

She raised the sword with both hands, unused to such a heavy weapon. It upset her balance for a moment - and in that same moment, I realized there was no wall of water coming. Her friends, whoever they were, wouldn’t want to hit her while they were aiming at me.

At the last second, I dove forward and wrapped my arms around her ankles. She toppled backwards, going down on the curb on her ass with a grunt. One boot kicked out at my face and I had to twist to the side, but I didn’t let up. Letting go of her legs would mean death.

“Get off me, you fucking weirdo!” The woman clearly hadn’t expected this. “Merk, Zell, stick a knife in this fucker’s back-”

She glanced over at her friends, looking for their support. And froze.

It took me a few seconds to realize she was no longer fighting me. Instead, she stared slack-jawed behind us both. What little of her expression I could see behind the ceramic mask looked glazed, almost hypnotized.

The fuck?

“Hi there,” my attacker whispered, sliding her legs from my grip and rising to her feet. “Did you want this? You should have it - it would look so much better on you…”

I rolled onto my back. There, standing at the far end of the street, was a beautiful daemon. It looked like a tall woman in her early twenties, with an angular face and gray skin so pale 
that it was nearly milk-white. Long onyx hair trailed down her back, framing the wings jutting out from between her shoulder blades. She had no horns, but a small tail flickered just beneath her ass, with a thick nub of spade-shaped cartilage at the tip.

Pink light streamed from the daemon. It was so bright that for a moment, I thought the figures at its feet were just clumps of rocks or weeds from the road. Then I noticed the blood.

The men the punk leader had called Merk and Zell were dead, their throats slashed open from ear to ear.

The daemon let out a girlish giggle as the woman approached. She held out her hands, each finger tipped with a vicious looking talon, and took the sword from the masked woman’s hands. My sword
, I thought, staggering to my feet. As I rose, the book in my pocket slid free and landed with a thud on the ground.

“Here you go,” the woman said. “It’s all yours…”

The daemon cocked its head to the side, looking the leader up and down. When it spoke, its voice was a smooth, rich contralto. “Take off your mask,” it said.

The woman did. Underneath was a handsome woman with short red hair and a heart-shaped face. She beamed at the daemon, her pupils wide and lips parted. “Yes, Mistress,” she whispered, her voice filled with awe. “What else can I do for you?”


This daemon’s like me,
 I realized, heart thudding in my chest. She can control people with her powers. She’s got that woman eating out of her hand - she could make her drop to her knees right now and do anything she wanted…


The thought of that much power made me shudder. I knew immediately, deep in my heart, that this
 
was the daemon I was meant to have serving me.

But how the hell was I supposed to tame something so powerful?

The daemon looked the woman up and down with a faint smile. “There is something you can do for me,” it said. Its voice dropped low as it said this, as if it were asking the woman to help it cheat on its homework before class.

“Anything,” the redhead whispered. “Anything, Mistress-”

The woman gurgled as a wound opened in her throat. Blood poured down the front of her jumpsuit, the red forming a shocking contrast with the gray as she sank to her knees.

She kept her eyes on the daemon the entire time. Even when the light left her eyes for good, she was beaming up with that enchanted, devoted expression.

“Die
,” the daemon whispered mischievously. It stepped over the bodies of the fallen the way you might superstitiously avoid a crack in the road, then glanced up at me with a surprised sound.

“Oh, hello there,” it said, it’s tail twitching with excitement. “Who might you be?”






Chapter Seven









“Master!” Lexi’s voice was filled with panic. “For the love of all that’s holy, do not say a word!
”

With an effort, I tore my gaze away from the gorgeous daemon to the book at my feet. Lexi had come unstuck from my pocket in the fight with the trio, and the book lay face up on the street, its blank pages beaming up at me. The sight of the book cleared my head a bit, reminded me of just how much danger I was in.

I picked the book up and held it to my chest. Lexi had told me not to speak, so I didn’t.

The daemon seemed more amused than upset by my reticence. It stepped closer, nibbling its bottom lip like a shy co-ed. With a start, I realized that it was wearing what looked like a one-piece swimsuit, a size tighter than what would have been comfortable on her slender frame. It clung to her curves like a second skin, showing off every contour of her breasts and the curve of her mound. Whatever else this creature might have been, it absolutely radiated
 sex.

It decided to try another tack. The daemon held out Lightslayer, gripping the long blade like it was lighter than a stick. “Is this your sword?”

“Don’t. Speak.” On this point, Lexi was completely firm. “You cannot
 enter into a negotiation with this daemon under any circumstances, my Lord-”

The daemon hissed. It dropped the sword, and in the moment that I was distracted by the falling blade, it reached out and snatched Lexi from my hands. I caught Lightslayer six inches above the ground, swinging it into battle stance. I had my sword - but the daemon had my book!

The winged beauty giggled, as if I’d just caught it with its hand in the cookie jar. “You want it back?” she asked, batting her long eyelashes.

I had no idea what would happen if I opened my mouth and spoke to the daemon. Whatever it was, I didn’t want to find out. I trusted Lexi - on this, at least. My gaze flickered to the bodies at the daemon’s feet, and when I glanced back up, it had its lips pursed in a pout.

“Fine,” she said, sounding a little bratty. “Have it your way…”

In the space between one blink and the next, that pale pink light erupted from the daemon’s skin. It was warm and bright, like the first rays of a sunrise. I remembered the effect it had on the redhead at my feet - one glance and she’d fallen head over heels in love with the beautiful daemon.

I understood powers like these better than most. Maybe that’s why I didn’t feel the same things my attackers felt when this trick was used on me. Or perhaps my own native Corruption was too similar to the daemon’s magic. Either way, I wasn’t falling under the spell.

But I pretended to.

I let my jaw hit the floor and stared at the daemon like she was the hottest thing in the world. Which wasn’t hard, as she was 
insanely gorgeous already. I let my fantasies overwhelm me as I strode towards her, thinking about all the things I could do with a daemoness like her underneath me.

If she knew I was faking, it didn’t show on her face. “Good,” she giggled, her grin widening. “What’s your name, stranger?”

The first syllable rose was almost past my lips when I bit down on it. Maybe the daemon’s magic was getting under my skin a little bit after all. “Mmmph,” I managed.

“Mmph?” The daemon cocked her head to the side. “That’s not a name, sweetie. That’s a noise…”

She was holding Lexi so loosely in her arms. I could just about reach out and grab her…

As I took the next step, I pretended to stumble. It was the exact same trick the daemon had just tried on me with Lightslayer, so only an idiot would have fallen for it. The daemon’s intelligence clearly did not match its beauty: she let out a little gasp, nearly dropping Lexi as she leaned forward to grab me.

I snatched the book out of the air and jumped backwards with a laugh.

“Run,” Lexi commanded, her pages rustling against my chest. “You’ve got no chance against a daemon like this, Master! Get out now
!”

I didn’t stay and argue. Everything inside of me resisted the idea of fleeing, wanting to stand and fight, but I trusted Lexi’s estimation of this daemon’s powers more than I did my own. Besides, I was Level One again. If she said I couldn’t kill it, then she most certainly meant it.

So I ran. I turned around and bolted, racing down the street like the daemon might pounce on me at any moment. Buildings 
rose on either side of me, the sky darkening, with no obvious place to seek shelter. Instead I focused on putting as much distance between me and the creature as possible.

Lexi and I had barely made it a block before we were forced to stop. A glowing red wall of energy emerged from the pavement, rising a good ten feet into the sky. The bottom half was solid red, fading to translucent pink as you reached the top. For a moment I remembered the walls of water and braced for an attack, but this magic wasn’t offensive. It was defensive instead.

There was a circle of it a hundred feet in all directions around the daemon. A magical cage, keeping me from escaping.

The monster flapped its wings as it floated leisurely down the block, in no real hurry. My heart sank into my stomach at the predatory grin on its face. It was beautiful, and it commanded the exact kind of magic I needed. But it wasn’t mine.

“Shit, this is exactly what I was afraid of.” The fear faded from Lexi’s voice, leaving only a grim desperation in its wake. “You’re going to have to talk to it, Master. It’s our only chance.”


Why didn’t you say that before?
 I wondered. The demon sauntered closer, its hips moving with that same seductive sway the redhead’s had right before she was killed.

“Tell it you want to open a Negotiation,” Lexi said quickly. “Do it now, before she kills us both-”

“Daemon!” I sheathed Lightslayer, slamming the blade into the scabbard between my shoulder blades. It would do me no good in this fight. “You asked me for my name.”

She paused, an intrigued expression passing over her. “That I did.”

I laid Lexi on the ground next to me and crossed my arms over my chest.“My name is Craig,” I told her. “Though some call me Darek, and many more simply refer to me as the Corruption Lord.
”

The daemon missed a step. As it recovered, the corner of its mouth turned up in a smirk.

“Well
 now,” it purred, sounding more like a bratty co-ed than ever before. “That is
 interesting.”

“Negotiation,” Lexi muttered, flapping her cover against my ankle. “Before the surprise wears off…”

I cleared my throat. “I would Negotiate with you,” I said. I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but from the way Lexi said the word, I was sure it deserved the capital-N. “I’ve told you my name, daemon. Perhaps we should start with yours.”

The creature’s eyebrows shot all the way to her hairline. “You do not know of Lilith?” she asked, pointing between her breasts.

I shook my head.

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m the most powerful daemon in this region,” she said proudly. “It’s been a long time since someone dared to try and Negotiate with me, Craig. But then, it’s been a long time since I met a man who didn’t let me Charm him…”

I felt the capital letter in that word, too. “I’m used to being the one who charms people,” I said, then jostled my book with my foot. “Hey, Lexi. What the hell am I supposed to be doing, here?”

“Pick me up,” the book requested. I did. “You’ve opened a Daemon Negotiation,” she informed me curtly. “Normally this would be suicide, but she’s got us trapped here so we have no choice in the matter. I still would’ve probably elected to fight 
with the sword, but it’s too late now…”


Daemon Negotiation?
 I swallowed hard. “What does that entail?”

The book cleared its throat, but Lilith cut it off. “That means I get to ask you a series of questions,” the monster said, laughter lighting up its piercing red eyes. “If I like the answers, I might join you. If not…” She flashed her talons. They glinted in the fading light of the sunset. “Then I get to kill you.”

My eyes widened. “Is she telling the truth?” I asked Lexi.

“Technically
 failing a Negotiation only gives the daemon the benefit of First Strike,” Lexi explained, her voice sinking further with each word. “But the difference is academic. Now that Lilith knows she can’t Charm you, she’ll attack - and you’re Level One. You can’t handle it.”

“You sure?” I felt pretty powerful.

“She’ll rip you in half,” the book whispered, trembling against me. On the other side of the street, the daemon made a pulling-apart motion with her hands, laughing. “You won’t be allowed to hit back until she hits first, Master. The rules of this Realm forbid it. A First Strike cannot be blocked.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re telling me it’s entirely up to her!?” I drew Lightslayer, holding it between me and the daemon as if it could save me. “I get zero
 choice in the matter?”

“Feels bad to not be the one with the power for once, doesn’t it?” The daemon’s tail swished sinuously, a wicked grin spreading across her face. “If you really are the Corruption Lord, that is. You just look like some random asshole to me…”


She doubts,
 I realized. And there, inside the realization, was the key to getting out of this alive. As much as Lilith’s powers reminded me of my own, I
 also reminded Lilith of her favorite 
abilities. The idea that she might join a man like me wasn’t completely beyond the pale.

I just had to prove I was worthy of taming her.

With a grunt, I slammed Lightslayer into the pavement. The blade sank three inches into the already broken asphalt, vibrating gently as it settled. I was already in motion, striding forward as confidently as I could, Lexi held half-open in my arms. The daemon’s eyes widened with shock as I left my blade behind, coming forward to face her.


Fake it until you make it,
 I thought with a smirk. If I fuck this up, having Lightslayer won’t save me.


“I’ll answer all your questions,” I said, sounding surer than I felt. “And I’ll answer them honestly. I want to get our relationship off on the right foot, Lilith. It’ll help if we both understand what’s expected from the start.”

I didn’t think it was possible to shock a daemon like Lilith. I was wrong.

“Wow,” the winged girl said, her shocked exclamation turning into a laugh. “You truly are
 a remarkable human.”

Lexi vibrated against my chest. “Master,” she whispered, trying to keep her voice low enough for Lilith not to overhear. “Do not
 tell this creature the truth! A Negotiation requires a delicate balance of forces - if any aspect of your alignment and the creature’s don’t match up, she’ll reject you and you’ll be killed…”

I glanced up from the book. Lilith was listening intently, one nail against her chin. There was a broad, amused smile on her face as she watched Lexi babble.

“Let me handle this,” I said. Before Lexi could protest, I shut her tight. “I’m not terribly worried about our alignments
,” I said 
with a chuckle. “I figure you’ll either want what I have to offer or not.”

“A fair assumption,” the daemon said, giggling. “Okay, human: first question. What’s your favorite pizza topping?”

The question caught me completely off-guard. I took a step backwards, trying to think. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

I frowned. “I thought you were trying to figure out if I was truly the Corruption Lord?”

“I am.” Lilith looked unamused. “Answer the question.”

It only took a moment’s thought. “Jalapenos,” I said. For a moment, the taste of all the jalapeno-and-pepperoni pizzas I’d wolfed down in college exploded on my tongue. My mouth felt greasy, and for a moment, I missed home.

The daemon giggled. “You like your pizza spicy?”

“I like everything
 spicy,” I said, keeping my cool. “I enjoy spicy food and bitter drinks. Does that count as a second question, or was it just an appendix to the first?”

“I’m the one asking questions here,” Lilith snapped. The easy expression that had settled on her face while we’d been talking about pizza vanished, and she looked pissed again. Not good. “What are the names of the Eight Realms?”

“Vortex,” I said, thankful that Semiramis had recently completed my education. “Continent. Cinder. Skye. Umbra. Eterne. Highhold.” I smirked. “Happy?”

“That’s only seven,” the daemoness said, flexing her fingers. “I asked for all eight.”


Oh shit.
 “I don’t know the eighth,” I confessed. “No one does. 
Except the Great Hero, I guess.”

Lilith dropped into a battle stance. Her wings unfurled to their full length, her expression darkening as spread her arms. “The real Corruption Lord would know!”

Fuck! She was going to pounce, and I wouldn’t be able to defend myself! I’d be dead, and I’d never see any of my wives again…

I yelled the first word that came to mind. “Florida!
”

The daemon paused, moments away from striking. “Florida?”

“The Realm of Florida,” I said, holding up both of my hands. Lexi had fallen to the ground, and I could hear muffled cries from underneath her cover. I gave her a gentle kick in the spine, quieting her down. “That’s the name of the Eighth Realm. I wasn’t supposed to tell anybody, but you managed to pry it out of me. Good job.”

Lilith’s jaw hit the floor. I could practically see little hearts in her eyes. Whatever else I’d done with that answer, the daemon had really
 liked it.

“I can’t believe you confided that in me
,” she said, blushing. “Don’t worry, Craig. I won’t tell a soul.” She made a “zip the lip” gesture, running her fingers over her mouth. “The secret of the Eighth Realm is safe with me.”

“Good,” I said. Florida!?
 Had I really just gotten away with that? “So, wait...you believe me, then? That I’m the Corruption Lord? I mean, you must, right?”

Lilith leaned in closer. From less than a handspan away, it was impossible not to notice the luscious curves of her body. She pursed her lips and brought her face to the side of my neck, sniffing me gently. It both turned me on and kind of freaked me out, to be honest.

“I do,” she whispered, her face inches away from mine. “But that doesn’t mean I’ve decided to join you.”

“It’s a start,” I said, grinning. Now that I was used to it, I kind of liked having Lilith this close. “Go on with your other questions then, sweetheart. I’m doing an AMA in the Realm of Vortex, today only. You can read me like a book if you want, you bodacious little demon…”

She giggled. Actually giggled
. Score!

She narrowed her eyes, but this time there was no heat in it. “That sword on your back,” she said, glancing at Lightslayer. “If I were to join you, would you give it to me?”

Every cell in my body screamed to say yes. It would’ve been easy - and I probably could have gotten it back later. But I’d already faced the prospect of losing Lightslayer once today. Thoughts of Cara were still fresh in my mind, and while my ghostly wife would undoubtedly have chosen me over the sword in a situation like this, I’d made a promise to be honest.

I shook my head, expecting an attack. “No.”

The daemon smiled. Those hearts were back in her eyes, flashing pink and gold. “Good,” she said huskily. “I like a man who doesn’t roll over easily.”

Something inside of me unclenched. This woman really does respect honesty
, I realized, some of my fear draining away. At least outside of the whole ‘Florida’ thing, anyway. I’ll have to explain that to her later.


Just then, Lexi nudged my foot. The thick tome’s cover opened a crack, enough to let out a wheezing voice. “Close the Negotiation, Master!” she hissed. “You’re winning! Close it and be done!”

I hadn’t even realized that was an option. I opened my mouth 
to do just that - but Lilith had heard the same thing I had. She cut me off.

“One more question,” the daemon said firmly, hands on my shoulders. “Just one.”

I swallowed hard. “Double or nothing?”

“This one’s for the whole enchilada,” the daemoness purred. I didn’t have the balls to ask her where she’d learned the word enchilada
 from. “Answer well, and correctly, and I’ll join you, Corruption Lord. Even though I’m still a little too high-level for you to tame properly.”

“I don’t need levels to tame you,” I growled, giving her ass a spank. For a moment I thought I was dead - then that maybe Lilith was. I’d never seen a daemon look so shocked.

“You...well
 now,” she said, shaking her head. “Alright. Last question.”

I braced myself.

“Why do you want to conquer the Eight Realms?”

I laughed. That
 was her final question? That was easy! I didn’t even have to think about it; the answer came easily to my lips.

“Because there are bad people who want me dead,” I said breezily. “Not just me - my wives and harem girls, too. None of us will ever be safe until I destroy them, and the only way to do that is conquer the Eight Realms. For good this time…”

Something was wrong. Lilith wasn’t reacting at all the way I expected. Her beautiful, angular face contorted in a grimace. Pain flared along my shoulders as her nails dug into the skin, drawing blood.

“Hey, what gives!?” I took a step backwards, alarm filling me at Lilith’s sudden transformation. “I gave you your answer! An 
honest one, just like you said.” Something awful occurred to me. “It’s not because I said I have multiple wives, is it?”

The daemon shook her head. “Lies,
” she growled, her expression glazing over. Suddenly she looked less like a beautiful woman and more like a beast out of my worst nightmares. “You lie…
”

“I didn’t!” Didn’t I? That was the response I’d always given - the one I’d clung to ever since coming to the Eight Realms. I’d never be able to live a peaceful existence while my enemies were alive and plotting against me. Right?

Something clicked inside of my head, and I understood.

Lilith was in full-on monster mode now. The daemon grit her teeth, wings unfurling to their fullest extent as she glared at me. Any moment now she’d strike, and I wouldn’t be able to fight her off. I’d just have to stand there and take it as she ripped me apart.


Hell of a way to go,
 I thought. Images of my wives and harem girls flashed through my head - pleasant memories to accompany me to the next world. Whatever that
 might be. It sure as hell wasn’t Florida.

“You’re right,” I said, rolling my eyes as Lilith prepared to strike. “I’m not trying to conquer the Eight Realms because I need to be safe
. Hell, safe is the last thing I want to be.”

Lilith jumped, claws outstretched. Aimed right for my heart.

“I’m doing it for me
,” I said thickly. “Because I want it. All of it.”

The daemon collided with me - but she was no longer attacking. We both went down in a tangle of bodies, rolling onto the pavement. Lilith came up on top, straddling my waist with her long, sexy legs. Her tail flicked around my knees as 
she rocked backwards, balancing with her round ass against my thighs.

“That’s better,” the daemon said, grinning down at me. “Very well. I will join you, Corruption Lord.”

I was intensely, unavoidably aware of the things her thick thighs were doing to me. Even with my adrenaline crashing, I couldn’t help but reach for the monster’s hips, pulling her to me. Lilith came with a gasp, her jaw dropping as she ground against the bulge in my robes.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” I grunted, reaching for the back of her neck. “I’m going to enjoy making you mine-”

A bright white light enveloped the daemon. Lilith had just enough time to put on a surprised expression before she dissolved, the weight on my thighs and cock easing. A bolt of lightning arced through the air behind her, the same way with the other daemons when I’d slain them. Only this one was different.

This one led to Lexi. The book shuddered as the thunderclap hit it, its cover closing with a faint sizzle. The scent of ozone hung in the air. I sat there, stunned, trying to figure out what had just happened.

After a moment, Lexi explained. “You don’t have the proper equipment to handle daemons yet,” she said, sounding a little bit like she needed a cigarette. “I’ll store them for now. There’s plenty of room inside these pages.”

I stared at the book, then back to the fading bulge between my legs. “Lexi.”

“Yes, Master?”

“Did you just cockblock
 me!?”

Her pages flapped irritably. “What a silly thing to accuse me of! I would never do such a thing, my Lord! I was merely preparing the daemon for you. Now it will be ready whenever you enter a battle.”


Uh huh
, I thought. I’m sure the fact that she looked like she was about to tear my clothes off had nothing to do with it…


Lexi made a throat-clearing motion. “If you like, I could summon the demon now, my Lord…?”

I considered it, then shook my head. “Nah. Moment’s passed.” I rose to my feet. “Let her get used to her new circumstances, Lexi. I doubt she’ll be very happy with me the next time we summon her.”

Lexi seemed glad I hadn’t said yes. It confused the hell out of me then - only later would I understand. “Hopefully that won’t be for some time, my Lord. Speaking of which - we should take shelter in one of these buildings. Night is falling, and the daemons that arrive after sunset are even more dangerous than these.”

“If these are the daylight daemons, then I sure as shit am not looking forward to the night ones,” I grumbled. I’d really wanted to get a better lay of the land, but Lexi was right. We needed to lie low for the night. “Anywhere in particular you’d recommend?”

The book motioned for me to pick it up. “Let me lead the way,” it said.

I was willing to let it. For the moment, at least.






Chapter Eight









Lexi’s choice of lodgings for the night turned out to be the ruins of an old school. The large, four-story building was better preserved than most of the other architecture in the area, probably due to the simplicity of its design. The school itself was little more than a big metal slab at the top of a hill, the windows spaced in intervals in its walls more intact than usual. With the night proving to be neither too warm nor too cold, it was a better spot than most to get some rest.

We found a classroom on the second floor and made some space. I wrapped myself up in my robes, laid Lightslayer down at my side, and stared up at the ceiling.


Yesterday, I was with my wives,
 I thought, counting dots on the dirty tile ceiling. I was on my own ship, with my own crew, looking forward to defeating Gabrielle and conquering the Realm of Skye. How did it go so wrong?


The answer was sabotage, of course. My teeth ground together at the memory of Chloe’s treachery. My hand strayed to the wound at my side, already mostly healed from Lightslayer’s magic. Despite all appearances to the contrary, I was lucky Chloe stabbed me when she did: if I’d been hurt like that in the Lower Realms, there’d be no magic to save me. It made me keenly aware of how much more danger I was in here 
in Vortex than back with my harem.

A noise at my side made me turn. Lexi was rocking gently back and forth, lifting her front cover an inch at a time to slide herself along the ground, then moving the other way with her back cover in the same manner. It was a gesture that made me think of someone’s leg nervously bouncing up and down. What had gotten into the book?

“You okay over there?” I asked, propping myself up on one elbow. I wished there was a bit more light in the classroom. I could barely see Lexi. She appeared distressed – as distressed as an inanimate object could look, in any case.

The book flipped onto its spine, a warm, golden light emanating from between the pages. It was like she could read my mind: I’d just been thinking it was too dark, and here she was with a light spell.

“I’m just adjusting,” Lexi said with a sigh. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had something this big inside of me.”

“Yeah, that’s what she said,” I told her, rocking back on my elbows. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

Lexi was silent for a few moments. “You’re always joking about sex, aren’t you?” the book asked.

“Only when I’m not having
 sex,” I shot back. “Speaking of which, I wish you’d summon that cute daemon. She definitely seemed like she had a thing for me. I could use the company…”

Lexi didn’t respond to my command. That was fair, I supposed: she wasn’t bound to me the way one of my wives or harem girls would be. Even if I wanted to control her, I didn’t have command of the Gaze in this Realm.

Besides, even if I did: how do you lock eyes with a book
?

“It’s not fair,” Lexi muttered. I’d never heard the book sound this awkward or hesitant before - like there was something it wanted to say, but was afraid of.

“What’s not?”

The book’s pages formed a pout. “You flirt with me and get me all worked up,” Lexi said, “then you want me to summon someone else
 to play with you.”


Well, now
. Holy shit.

I rolled back onto my side, my eyebrows furrowing together as I stared at Lexi’s cover. “You’re horny?” I asked.

Was that a blush spreading through her pages? “Yes,” Lexi said flatly. “As if you didn’t know.
 Don’t pretend you don’t know what you’ve been doing to me since we met!”

I was taken aback. “I honestly didn’t,” I confessed, shaking my head. “I had no idea. I wasn’t even aware a book could be
 horny.”

“I’m not just a book,” Lexi protested. “I have needs, you know!”

“I didn’t know about those needs until about twenty seconds ago,” I said, cocking an eyebrow. “I just...I dunno, I figured you were an inanimate object, with some enchantment from Semiramis animating you. I didn’t realize you were real
.” I held up a hand. “I’m really sorry, Lexi.”

Lexi rocked gently from side-to-side: the book equivalent of checking to make sure the coast was clear. “I accept your apology,” the talking book said. “So…”

“So?”

“Ugh!” Lexi’s pages quivered in irritation. “Why is this so much easier for the daemon girl? I’m trying to ask you if you want to 
fool around, Master!”

I stared at Lexi in the darkness, trying my hardest to keep my face neutral. Inside, I was anything but. She wanted to do what
 with me!? How the hell would that even work…?

“I’m...I’m down if you are, Lexi,” I said, meaning it. “You might have to explain a few things to me first, though.”

Lexi giggled. “Like how you get a talking book to cum?”

I nodded. “Yeah, that.”

Lexi motioned for me to pick her up. I took her in my arms and went to a corner of the room, sitting against the wall. With most of my robes tucked underneath my ass, it was almost comfortable. Lexi quivered in excitement the whole time, her pages brimming with anticipation.

As soon as I was seated comfortably with the book in my lap, the space between two of Lexi’s pages shimmered. Where there had been nothing only a moment before was now a thin leather holster holding a pen - an ancient-looking quill with a sharp tip and a black feather. I took it in between my fingers, testing the tip against the pad of my thumb. It was nearly sharp enough to draw blood. Black ink dribbled down the digit.

“We’ll focus on me first, if that’s okay with you,” Lexi purred. There was a thickness in her voice that hadn’t been there before, and even the fact of her being a book didn’t hide that sheer amount of primal
 need. “It’s been a lot longer for me than you, and you need a little bit of help. After I get off, though, I promise I’ll focus on making it good for you. Okay, Master?”

“Ummm...sure,” I said, giving her a smile. “What does the pen do? You want me to…” I made a thrusting motion towards the seam between her pages, as if the pen were what I had 
between my legs. “Like that?”

The book laughed. “No,” she said, turning to a fresh page. “I tell stories
, Master. The best way for you to give me pleasure is for you to tell me a story.” The book closed for a moment, as if Lexi were biting her lip. “Don’t be gentle with me, okay? I like it rough
!”

I understood what she meant - or at least I thought I did. I wasn’t much of a wordsmith, to be honest, but I’d read more than enough smutty stories as a young man to know the basics of how these things worked.

“Should I treat you like a book, or like a girl?” I asked, testing the edge of the quill against the parchment. Lexi shuddered like I’d just slid my hand between her thighs.

“Girl is easier,” the book panted. “Just...just tell me what you would do if I were in your arms right now…”


That’s easy enough,
 I thought, starting to write. To my surprise, it was even easier than I’d expected. All I had to do was let an utterly filthy
 fantasy fill up my mind, and spray it all over the page the way I wanted to spray inside of Lexi and Lilith:


Craig threw Lexi over his knee and gave her ass a sharp slap,
 I wrote. The words sank into the page a few seconds after I was finished writing them, as if they were being absorbed into somewhere deep inside of Lexi. The moment they were all gone, Lexi let out a squeal of pain - then a low, throaty moan.

“Yes, I’m such a bad girl,” the book panted, grinding itself against the growing bulge in my robes. “More, Master, more-!”


Holy shit,
 I thought. She’s really feeling it!
 The naughty shit I wrote on Lexi’s pages was somehow translated into her actual experience. I was curious exactly what the book was feeling when I did it - was Lexi reading a dirty story inside of her mind 
while I wrote her fantasy, or was it more like a porn film where she was the star? I made a mental note to ask her later and kept on writing:

Lexi let out a moan as Craig wrapped his fingers around her slender throat. The leaking, throbbing head of his cock pushed into her tight, dripping snatch, stretching the walls around the tip as it demanded to enter her. Lexi had never felt anything so big and thick before - she had no idea how she was going to take it all…

“Fuck me, Master,” the book panted as the words disappeared inside her. “I told you to be rough - fucking use
 me! Use me like a little whore…!”

I did. The quill moved faster and faster over the surface of Lexi’s pages, new words and sentences springing up so quickly the previous ones barely had the time to fade.

With a cruel, commanding smirk, Craig thrust upwards, burying himself balls-deep inside of Lexi. No one had ever made her feel this way before - so helpless, so submissive, so utterly shameless and needy before her Master. She rode him back harder and harder, the walls of her cunt grinding around him tight enough to throw sparks as he hit spots inside her core no other man had been able to touch before...

“Unnngh!” Lexi screamed with pleasure, twisting her cover like she was trying to arch her back. “Fuck yes Master! Oh fuck, harder, harder…!
”

It turned me on to see her so turned on. Lexi was a sloppy mess in my lap as I continued writing - well, as sloppy as a book could be, in any case. Her pages crackled with barely repressed energy as the story twisted, Craig pinning Lexi down and pummelling her tight pussy with hard thrust after hard thrust.


Lexi bit down on the sheets and screamed his name,
 I wrote, really 
getting into it now. My cock throbbed in my robes, even though I had no fucking clue how Lexi was going to make me feel a fraction as good as I was doing for her. I didn’t really care - honestly, the knowledge that I was getting someone off made writing hot. I almost felt like I’d found my true calling.


Hell,
 I thought. If this whole Corruption Lord thing doesn’t take, maybe I’ll end up writing smutty books for my smutty book…


Suddenly Lexi twisted in my lap, her covers slamming open and closed. “No, Master, no!”

My eyes widened. “What’s wrong, Lex? Shit, did I mess something up?”

A look down at her pages assured me she was as turned on as ever. “No, just...don’t cum in me
, okay! I’m really, really
 fertile! And you know I can’t get pregnant! I can’t afford to ruin my big promotion to Head Librarian of the Highhold Codex!”


Oh,
 I thought, grinning. It’s all part of her fantasy!
 I wasn’t personally into the whole life-ruining thing - but if Lexi was, what was the harm? I was just making her happy, after all.

My smirk widened. Let’s give this girl the hardest orgasm of her life…


“That’s why I’m going to do it,” Craig growled, driving hilt-deep into Lexi’s tight cunt. Her cries for him to stop mingled with her groans of pleasure as she buried her face in the sheets, going face down and ass up for her Master. “I want to ruin this tight, perfect body, Lexi! My pleasure is more important than your future. I’m going to fuck your whole life up, Lexi, just for a few seconds of more pleasure as I bust inside you raw and unprotected…”

“They’ll fire meeee…” Lexi grunted, approaching the peak. “I’ll be ruined! I’ll be barefoot and pregnant for the rest of my life! Oh fuck, oh fuck
 Master I’m gonna cum…!”


Lexi came,
 I wrote, shooting a jet of precum into my boxers. 
It was the hardest, sweetest, most savage orgasm of her life. Her fingers went white-knuckle tight around the covers as she unraveled, the feeling of Master’s thick ropes spraying against her walls the sensation that sent her over the edge…


For a moment, Lexi froze. Then the red flush that had spread over her pages consumed her completely. The book vibrated in my lap like a jackhammer, panting and moaning as something inside of her gave. It was one of the strangest sights of my life - a talking, enchanted book cumming it’s brains out in my lap. Writhing and moaning like I’d just fucked it into the stratosphere.

The only thing I could think of to do while Lexi rode out her pleasure was hold her tight. I pulled the thick book to my chest as she writhed, holding her close so she could feel me grunting against her cover. “Good girl,” I growled, teasing her with my fingers. “Come for Master. Come all over that thick cock as it erupts inside of you…”

Lexi sank into my lap bonelessly, completely spent. I’d never seen a book look like it was rode hard and put away wet before. Her cover flapped weakly, like a leg that couldn’t help but kick outward.

“Holy shit,” Lexi panted. Her voice was filled with satisfaction. “I’ve never...wow.
 No one’s ever made me come like that, Master.”

“I’m glad,” I said, looking down at her. It was the weirdest fucking thing to have a hard-on for a book - but at the same time, it wasn’t. I wasn’t thinking of the physical contours of Lexi’s body - my mind was filled with the naughty words I’d put inside her. I was thinking of the girl with a tight, virgin cunt - the one who told me how fertile she was and instantly followed it up with begging me not to explode inside of her.

“I’m serious,” Lexi said, sounding impressed. “I can count the number of lovers I’ve had on one hand, Master - and none of them held a candle to your ability with words.”

“You don’t have hands,” I said, chuckling. “But I’m glad.”

“You were so...so unhinged
. So savage!” A shudder passed through her spine. “I’m so pleased I could be a good girl for you, Master.” A sly look entered her binding. “I can see from that big bulge in your pants that you’re just as horny as me. Are you ready for me to get you off, sir?”

“Fuck yeah,” I groaned, leaning back against the wall. My hand went to my belt, unfastening it. “I still have no idea how this works, though. Do you...you don’t write on me
, do you?”

Lexi gave a lusty laugh. “Oh no, Master. The nice thing about being a book is that you don’t have
 to write anything. You can make copies. Of just about anything
.”

“I...see,” I said. My cock sprang from my robes, straight as a ramrod and dripping with precum. Whatever Lexi was going to do to it, I was more than ready for.

“For example, now that I have a girl inside of me, I can copy
 different parts of her anatomy. Making a few adjustments of my own, of course…”

“Of course,” I agreed, watching with growing shock as Lexi opened wide and straddled my cock. “You wouldn’t want to...ungh
...be accused of plagiarism, right?”

She chuckled deeply. Her pages settled on my cock, the rough paper grazing my swollen shaft - then, suddenly, I sank right in. My eyes rolled back in my head as something warm and wet enveloped my cock, bathing it in slick tightness.

“Holy shit!” Both my hands came down on Lexi’s back, forcing the book harder between my legs. “Oh my God, it feels like I’m fucking
 
you-”

“You are
 fucking me,” the book purred. The fact that it was riding my cock like a fucking stallion didn’t matter - its voice was just as even and unhurried as if it were rattling off some facts about the Eight Realms. “I made this pussy just for you
, stud. You know what that means?”

I shook my head. Fuck, Lexi felt amazing.
 I mean, it had been so long since I’d been with one of my wives I probably would’ve fucked a hole in the ground, but what Lexi was giving me was so much better. She was tight, wet and eager, gripping and clenching around me as I thrust deep in all the spots I liked.

“It means you’re the first person to fuck it,” she groaned, bouncing up and down in my lap. “That’s a tight, virgin cunt you’re sticking your dick in, Master! You like the way that feels?”

“Yes
,” I groaned, my hips thrusting upwards so hard they shot off the ground. I grabbed Lexi’s back cover and did my best to hit her back walls, thrusting harder and harder until I was grunting like a caveman. I never could have done this with a normal woman - she’d have been screaming in pain - but Lexi was right. She liked it rough
.

Thankfully, that’s just what I liked, too.

The wave inside of me crested. I lost my rhythm, pumping madly between Lexi’s covers, eyes closed tight as I envisioned the gorgeous little co-ed slut I’d created between her pages. “I’m going to breed you,” I whispered, my voice raising in pitch and timbre as I hit the peak. “Gonna fucking fill you up…!”

“No, Master, don’t!” What had been erotic frenzy in Lexi when I’d been writing inside of her was now calculated and teasing. “Don’t get me pregnant! You know how fertile I am - I’m not on 
any birth control! You’re going to make me a pregnant little slut and ruin my life…!”

“Ngggggh!
” My fingers gripped Lexi tight enough to turn white as I erupted. Thick ropes of hot, sticky seed shot from my cock, filling the tight cunt around my cock with liquid lava. I didn’t stop until Lexi’s channel was completely filled. Her walls clenched around me as I came down from my peak, like she was trying to milk me dry. I’d never felt a woman do that before - I was sure Lexi had thrown that little wrinkle into her interior biology just to blow my mind.

Either way, by the time I pulled out she’d sucked me completely dry. I tucked my cock back into my pants and leaned against the wall with a sigh, utterly spent. “Fuck,” I panted, my hand against my forehead. “That felt so fucking good. Shit, that was weird…”

I glanced down to see Lexi staring at me, her expression unreadable. “Hey, don’t make a big deal out of it,” the book purred, curling up next to me. “You’re hot, I’m hot, and we’re going to be stuck together for a while. We might as well get each other off, right?”

“I guess,” I said, wrapping an arm around her. “I just...well. I’ve never done anything like that before, Lexi.”

“It’s no crime to make someone you like feel good,” Lexi whispered. I could hear the tears entering her voice. “If you didn’t like it, we don’t have to do it again. I’m...I’m sorry if I freaked you out…”

“No - no!” I squeezed her tighter. “I’m fine, really. You’re right, it’s no big deal. It was fun, actually.”

A naughty edge entered Lexi’s voice. “I’m so glad you think so, Master. We’re going to have a lot
 of fun together, I can tell. You haven’t even seen everything I can do. I’m going to whip up 
something really special for you to stick your dick in next time!”

“Cool,” I said, closing my eyes. Each of my lids felt like they weighed about ten tons. “Keep an eye out, Lex. I’m going to catch some Z’s…”

“Good night, Master,” the book whispered, snuggling next to me as I dropped into sleep.






Chapter Nine









The next day, my roster of daemons expanded to three.

The first we found shortly after waking. It was walking around aimlessly just outside of the ruined school: a shaggy, musclebound goat daemon with long, curled horns. A quick blast with Lilith’s charm magic and the daemon gladly joined us; no Negotiations required. It called itself Capral.

Later as we headed towards Night City we’d found a second: a strange woman with wings and a beak who named herself Harpy. She’d been much harder to convince, and the first time I tried I got one of her questions wrong and had to take a First Strike to the chin. Fortunately I’d gained a level or two since arriving in Vortex and was able to shrug it off.

Neither daemon could compete with Lilith, of course. We’d really lucked out with her. I wanted to keep the gorgeous daemon (so like a succubus) with us all the time, but Lexi unsummoned my daemons after every encounter with the grim resolution of a general pulling her troops off a battlefield. It was beginning to grate on me, honestly.

“Are you sure you don’t want to capture one of those?” Lexi asked, gesturing at one of the gross crab daemons the street toughs had used against me. “Their water spells don’t do a lot 
of damage, but they have stun properties. They can be very useful for clearing low-level engagements…”

“I know exactly how useful their ability to stun is,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I got knocked down enough by those things the first time. No thanks. Besides, they’re all creepy and crawly. I’d rather have more daemons like Lilith.” A horrible thought occurred to me. “You won’t, uh, copy
 any aspects of those other two demons’ anatomy, will you?”

Lexi chuckled in my arms. “I only needed inspiration from your roster the first time,” she said smoothly, snuggling against my chest. “Everything I give you from now on will be all me, Master.”

I cleared my throat. I liked
 Lexi, sure - she was a fun girl, and full of useful information about the Realm of Vortex. But, well...there was no way around it. She was a book
. It still felt weird having a romantic relationship with an enchanted object, even if that object had a breeding kink and liked me to write stuff about spanking between her pages.

As we approached the limits of the city, I decided now was the time to push the issue. I didn’t want to upset my guide, but if I didn’t set limits on her clinginess now, it would be hell enforcing them later. This book keeps calling me Master,
 I thought, but it doesn’t treat me that way at all.


I settled down on a small hill and pulled a protein bar out of my robe. We’d found a half-dozen of the strange foodstuffs in the cafeteria of the school: they were bland, almost tasteless, but filled my stomach and cured my hunger.

“Lexi,” I said, swallowing down a mouthful. “Summon Lilith from my roster, please.”

You wouldn’t have thought it would be possible for a book to project suspicion, but Lexi did it with ease. “Why?” she asked, 
her pages fluttering.

“I need to speak with her,” I said firmly. I was the one in charge here, not the book. You’re the Corruption Lord, for God’s sake,
 I told myself. For about the millionth time, I wished I had the Gaze. “Besides, I enjoy her company. I don’t have to explain myself to you, do I, book
?”

Lexi stood upright. “Oh, sure
,” she said, her voice fringed with irritation. “Let me just see if I can find the little skank - I mean, that treasured member
 of your roster. Give me a few minutes - I think some of my pages are stuck together…”

I coughed, hard. “You’re jealous,” I said, leaning forward. “And your pages look fine.”

“Yeah, but after what you did to them, they ought
 to be all sticky,” Lexi purred wickedly. “Hey, why don’t we fool around again? You can get off inside me first, since you were so awesome last time…”

I shook my head. “You’re distracting me. The daemon, Lexi. Now
.”

The book stiffened. “You’re right,” she said. “I am
 jealous.”

I tossed my head back and laughed, loud and long. Lexi looked no less shocked than if I’d reached out and slapped her across the cover.

“You know I have four wives, right?” I asked, shaking my head. “And about three times that many harem girls, on top of the wives. Also, every single
 Virago Shieldmaiden in the Eight Realms will gladly spread her legs for me on command.”

“You don’t have to rub it in,” Lexi protested.

“I’m not. What I’m trying to say is, jealousy
 is not a word I hear very often. My women are fine with sharing a bed. Hell, they share beds with each other
 
most of the time when I’m away.”

Lexi’s pages fluttered angrily. “I know,” she said, her tone heated. “But where are they now
?”

My mouth snapped shut. She had me there. Where were
 my wives? Despite Semiramis’s assurances, there was still a traitor on board my airship. Unless the goddesskin had some method of preventing her from stabbing my harem girls in their sleep, then my whole crew was defenseless. They could have been fighting for their lives against Chloe at that very moment, and I’d have no idea.

Lexi must have seen this in the look on my face. She seemed to realize she’d gone too far.

“Look, I know you have plenty of women,” the book said, sounding chastened. “But right now, it’s just you and me. I haven’t had a chance to have actual fun
 in decades. Do you have any idea how boring it is sitting on Semiramis’s shelf while she primps and preens in that stupid boudoir?”

“None of that concerns me,” I said, a knot forming in my stomach. “Lexi - I was stabbed by a woman who works for Lady Gabrielle. That woman is on my airship right now, walking around free and unfettered, in disguise as a Virago Shieldmaiden. She’s sworn to kill my wives.”

“I see.” Lexi looked concerned. “That’s really awful, Master.”

Unable to restrain myself, I picked Lexi up and held her close to my face. “How am I supposed to trust your Mistress?” I hissed. “How am I supposed to trust you!?
 Semiramis assures me that they’re in no danger, but even Necessity had no idea that Chloe was a fake. And the woman shared my bed
 with her!”

“All I can tell you is this, Master. If Semiramis told you they’re in no danger, then they’re in no danger.”

I put the book down. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe that,” I said, shaking my head. “But your heart does seem to be in the right place, Lexi.”

The book rose up onto its spine, propped up with its back cover. “Master, I...I’m sorry. You’re right, I’ve been terribly jealous for no reason. Too much time in Highhold has destroyed my social graces. I will gladly summon whatever daemon you wish, for whatever reason. If you want to use them for pleasure, then be my guest.”

“What I want
 is to get back to my girls,” I said, thinking of them. How much danger were they in without me? By now, they must have figured out I was no longer on the Angerborn.
 They were back in Thessalia, or tethered to the walls of Wrathholme, probably trying just as hard to find me as I was to locate them.

At least they were back in Continent. They didn’t have to deal with this rotten Realm. I said a silent prayer that Necessity and Mariah would realize what had happened and sniff out the traitor, then turned my attention back to the matter at hand.

“As it happens,” I said roughly, “I want to summon Lilith for reasons other than her beauty. But don’t worry, Lexi - you’ll always be my favorite smutty novel.”

The book gasped in surprise. “Master!”

“Summon her now, please,” I said, chuckling. “Before I make even worse
 jokes. You have no idea how corny I can be...”

A bolt of pure white light exploded from the interior of the book. I held my arm up in front of my eyes to avoid being blinded as the shimmering form of Lilith emerged at the base of the hill. The daemon stretched and yawned, flexing her gauzy wings and rubbing her thighs together as she enjoyed freedom.

“Ugh, it’s so dusty in there,” the daemon purred, running a hand down her flank. Her one-piece leotard was just as tight and form-fitting as before, showing off all her curves. “I don’t see any daemons to fight. Why have I been summoned?”

The protein bar was done. I would’ve preferred a burger and a beer, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Besides, I couldn’t fault the view. I rose from the hill, patting my legs free of crumbs as I strode down to meet the daemon.

“You’re right,” I said, “there’s nothing to fight. Tell me: how do you enjoy being stored inside of Lexi?”

The look Lilith gave the book over her shoulder was enough to tell me everything. “Is that what you call her? No offense, book, but I enjoy being caged inside of you not at all. If I’d known this was your method of storing daemons, Craig, I might have asked a few more questions before allowing you to win my Negotiation…”

I smirked at her. “I’m more than willing to let you remain an active participant in our party, Lilith. Assuming you’d be fine bunking down with the two of us each night, of course?”

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to understand what I meant. Lilith gave me a quick once-over, as if confirming her long held suspicions about me, then gave Lexi a much quicker glance.

“Sure,” the daemon said with a smile. “That one can watch.”

“Hey!” Lexi protested, her cover vibrating. “Just because you’ve got tits doesn’t mean you know how to get Master off! I can do things for him you couldn’t even dream of…”

“She is
 my favorite bedtime story,” I said, my shit-eating grin widening. “I’ll let you stay outside of the book on one condition, Lilith. Shouldn’t be too hard for you to fulfil.”

The daemon arched an eyebrow. “That I fuck you?”

I laughed. “No - I know you’ll do that for free. I want you to teach me your magic.”

Both Lilith and Lexi gasped. It was no secret that I coveted Lilith’s Charm magic. It was the closest thing I’d seen in this Realm to Corruption Gaze. I knew that if I could only add it to my repertoire that I could do things with it no other practitioner of said magic had ever been able to do.

There was just one problem: the magic was higher than my assumed level. And Lilith was only supposed to teach it to me once I maxed out my bond with her, as a reward.

The daemon cocked her head to the side, giving me a wary look. “You have to be higher level to use my magic,” she said. “Even if I taught it to you, you wouldn’t be able to cast it…”

“I’ll be able to cast it,” I assured her. “I’m the Corruption Lord
. Besides, I’m not Level One anymore. Between the fight where I claimed you and the daemons we fought on the way out of town, I’m right around five or six now. Much better than before.”

Her eyebrow raised. “Still not high enough,” the daemon said.


Fine then,
 I thought. You want to play it that way?


I gave the daemon an expansive shrug. “If that’s your decision, then I respect it,” I said, adding a trace of sadness to my voice. “Lexi, go ahead and tuck her back inside your pages-”

“Wait!” Lilith raised a black-tipped claw. “Fine
. But it’s not my fault if you blow yourself up.” She put a hand on her hip, giving me an even more thorough up-and-down look than she had when she thought we were about to have sex. “I’m carrying Charm and Darkness. Pretty much the two foundational spells of Vortex.”

“I’m mostly interested in Charm,” I said. “Darkness isn’t more 
dangerous, is it?”

The daemon shook her head. “Charm’s the one you’ve got to watch out for,” she said, taking my hands. “Alright, we’ll start out slow. Close your eyes…”

I’d expected the process of learning new spells in the Lower Realms to be more or less the same as doing it in the Upper Realms. A quick transfer of energy, new knowledge brimming to life in my skull, and a new ability in my arsenal. Sure, the Path of Corruption was different, requiring a more detailed ritual, but I had more spells in my topside arsenal than I did fingers and toes. This should have been a cakewalk.

And if I’d been the right level, it probably would have been. Instead, learning Lilith’s Darkness spell was like getting kicked in the head by a mule. A wave of pure black energy washed over me, setting my teeth on edge and causing every hair on my body to stand on end. The muscles in my shoulders went tense as bowstrings as I struggled to maintain my footing, to keep the black wave from rolling over me. I had no idea what would happen if I fell, if I failed to seize the magic. I just knew it wouldn’t be good.

After a few moments the wave broke and new knowledge bloomed in the back of my mind. The contours of the magic were unfamiliar, at least compared to the ice, lighting and fire spells I knew so well from my Upper Realm experience. I figured I’d grow to understand them better as time went on.

“Fuck
,” I groaned, blinking. Lilith and Lexi were both staring at me, concern written on their faces. “Okay. That’s one for two. You ready for the next one?”

“Master,” Lexi said, gesturing with her cover. “Are you alright?”

I felt my face. My fingers came back red with blood. Shit,
 I thought, feeling myself all over. Gave me a nosebleed
. 
Maybe I should hold off on trying to learn another spell
…

A shadow fell over the street. For a few seconds I thought it was another sign that I’d overextended myself learning Lilith’s magic, but both the daemon and the talking book were both reacting to it. Lilith pointed into the sky, one hand shielding her eyes as she tried to see the source of the shadow.

My gut twisted. It’s Gabrielle’s airship,
 I thought, readying myself for battle. She found us. This is it!


I was more than willing to take the fight to her. To get revenge for her betrayal, to bring her down and find my way back to my harem. I’d been waiting for this since the moment Semiramis plucked me out of the Realm of Skye.

But it wasn’t Gabrielle swooping down on us.






Chapter Ten









“Master - run!” Lexi scooted across the pavement and leapt into my arms. “We have to get out of here now!”

I kept staring at the sky like an idiot, trying to force the blurry figure in the sky to resolve into the shape of Gabrielle’s airship. Instead, I saw the form of a massive, golden bird. From the size of it’s shadow, it dwarfed most of the buildings we’d passed on the way out of town. My jaw dropped open at the sheer size of the behemoth. My feet refused to move, and my brain refused to process it.

“Master!
” Lexi’s pages were right against my ear - her shout made me wince. “If that thing sees us, we’re dead! Please, please
 run!”

Her words snapped me out of my stupor. I turned and raced down the street, my vision filled with images of the huge, terrifying bird. A high, keening sound rose in the background as I ran, like a jumbo jet flying overhead of my house back on Earth.

“Lexi, what the hell am I looking at!?” I needed to make sense of this beast. “Is that a daemon?”

A gray figure raced ahead of us. It was Lilith, using her wings to gain speed as she tore ass away from the gigantic bird. The 
look on her face was utter horror. As I watched, the daemon’s feet left the street completely, going airborne as she sought a place to hide.

“It’s the Jujak,” Lexi replied, her voice frayed. “It’s not supposed to be here - it never ranges this far south!”

I risked a glance over my shoulder. The bird was still getting closer, but it didn’t look as though it had taken notice of us. It’s massive head swayed in the wind, beak opening and closing as if it were tasting the jetstream. It’s feathers glistened in the light, the rich golden hue of honey contrasting sharply with the black of the creature’s beak and talons. Whatever a Jujak was supposed to be, it was fucking dangerous
.

I had to take control of the situation.

Lilith rose into the air, tucking her head down like a bullet as she gained altitude. She was heading for an empty window in a nearby skyscraper, diving for cover like her life depended on it. I glanced from her to the Jujak and my pulse quickened.

“I need you to focus right now,” I growled, holding tighter to Lexi. “Can you do that for me, baby?”

The diminutive snapped Lexi out of her fright. “Yes, Master!” she said, her terror turning to exhilaration as we ran. I could understand that well - I’d felt it plenty of times in the middle of a seemingly-hopeless situation. Lexi had to know that, too - she was counting on me.

“Good.” I pointed at Lilith. “Unsummon her before she gives our position away!”

Lexi hastened to my command. The book opened, a bolt of white lightning arcing from its pages to take the daemon right between the shoulder blades. Lilith barely had time to gasp as she dissolved, pulled back into my roster in the space between 
one blink and the next.

“Okay, good.” My voice was a pant; I wasn’t used to running long distances like this. Between my harem and my training, I was more comfortable with ‘stand and fight’ than ‘run away screaming.’ “What’s a Jujak, Lexi? How bad is it that we’re in that thing’s flight path?”

Lexi craned her cover to get a better look at the bird. “It’s a Legendary Daemon,” she explained, a frisson
 of terror still evident in her voice. “It terrorized the Realm of Vortex for years, raining down death and chaos wherever it flies. It’s the reason most of these cities look the way they do.”

I swallowed hard. That creature was responsible for all this destruction? “Someone ought to kill it.”

Lexi’s covers crinkled in a smirk. “Gabrielle has sworn to destroy it,” the book informed me. “She already slaughtered the other three Legendary Daemons on her way up the ladder to Pirate Queen. Her prowess at bringing them down is the bedrock that allowed her to unite the Realm of Vortex around her rule in the first place.”

As Lexi spoke, I searched for a place to hide. If what she was telling me was true, there was no way we could fight this thing - we had to find somewhere to lay low and let it pass by without incident. Gabrielle might have promised to destroy it, but I’d done no such thing…

An idea exploded in my head. “I’ve got it! Book, I know how we’re going to find Gabrielle!”

“I know this is the last thing I should be worried about right now,” Lexi said, “but would you please stop calling me book
? I don’t go around calling you human
!”

“Sure,” I said, ducking down a narrow alley between two 
buildings. “But Lexi - the Jujak finding us isn’t a bad thing. It’s actually a stroke of luck!”

If Lexi could’ve raised an eyebrow at that, she would have. “There’s a Legendary Daemon over our heads and you think that’s a good
 thing?”

Excitement filled me. The words were practically tripping over each other as they came out of my mouth.

“Gabrielle promised she’d slay this Daemon,” I said, leaning against the wall. “From what you just told me, she has
 to do it - otherwise, she can’t keep her hold as Pirate Queen of Vortex or whatever the fuck she calls herself. Right?”

“Yes,” Lexi said, leaning as far towards the mouth of the alley as she could. “But Gabrielle’s not here to kill this thing for us, Master-”

“Exactly. But she will
 be.” It was so fucking simple. My heart thudded against my ribcage at the thought. “All we have to do is let this thing fly over us - then follow
 it.”

“You’re kidding.” The bird flew closer, dropping lower in the sky as it reached the outskirts of the city.

I shook my head. “Gabrielle will have to blow this thing up, soon. She can’t do whatever she’s going to do to my Realms until she solidifies her power here. She’ll have to kill the Jujak - and when she does, it’s going to take a lot out of her.” I grinned. “She’ll be at her weakest, Lexi. Then we can just walk up and twist that shard of Corruption in her head until she drops to her knees and forgets she ever dreamed of ruling the Eight Realms…”

It was a brilliant plan. Lexi coughed, her pages flapping.

“You’re supposed to kill
 Gabrielle,” the book corrected. “My Mistress has commanded it.”

“Weren’t you the one who told me we could have fun with her first? Come on, you know I’m good for it. I’m not about to let a threat as big as Gabrielle walk around, even if she’s under my power.”

The book relaxed. In truth, I was already starting to reconsider the deal I’d made with Semiramis. She’d made the wrong Corruption Lord swear to it, after all. The longer I spent in the Realm of Vortex, the more I realized I needed someone who controlled considerable Lower Realm power already. Someone who knew the territory, who could help me plan an invasion of the other Lower Realms.

Gabrielle was perfect for the part. I had zero intention of giving her up.

But first, I was going to make her beg
 for my forgiveness. I smirked as I thought of the gorgeous redhead on all fours, chained and collared. Her pouty lips twisted as she apologized - not just for resisting me, but for ever thinking she could…

“Um, Master?” I’d been so wrapped up in my own personal fantasy, I’d forgotten the very real danger all around me. “The Jujak is getting closer…”

She was right. The bird dipped lower in the sky, its head almost low enough to brush the tops of the buildings in the ruined skyline. I craned my neck out from the alley, gauging the distance. This close, I could see arcs of electricity traveling from feather to golden feather, as if the bird were carrying some massive static charge.


I wonder what happens if it touches the ground,
 I thought, my stomach sinking. Go on, birdie, keep on flying. Fly right on by…


It was nearly on top of us when I heard the scream. The daemon opened its beak so wide it looked like it was on a 
hinge and shrieked in a glass-shattering register. Lexi fell to the ground as I clapped both hands instinctively over my ears.


Now I get why all the windows are shattered,
 I thought. Holy shit that thing’s loud!


Lexi was screaming something, but I couldn’t hear her. As the scream faded, I grabbed up the book and held it close to my ear, trying to discern a signal through the noise. It took her a couple tries to get through - when she did, my blood froze.

“It’s seen us!” the book was screaming. “Master, run-!”

I ran. Through a tangled patchwork of alleys, ducking from one building to the next. Behind me, the lightning I’d seen crawling across the creature’s feathers found places to ground itself in the city. Bolts of electricity hit buildings, shattered the few remaining windows, cascaded across the streets in skin-singing waves.

We were going to get cooked alive. The beast flew faster than I could run - it was rapidly gaining on us. I could feel the heat growing as it drew closer. Hairs on the back of my neck stood up as the air thickened with static, the way it got right before a really bad storm.

I threw all caution to the wind and raced into the largest thoroughfare. The buildings in this part of town were taller, spaced closer together like trees in the thickest part of a forest. I’d run for this area blindly, hoping the towers might slow the Jujak down - but it wasn’t tall towers that saved us.

It was a small, squat building by the side of the road, so nondescript you could have passed by it a dozen times without noticing. Only my memories of Earth clued me in to what it was: the entrance of a subway station.

Without a moment’s hesitation I threw Lexi straight at the 
opening. The book flew through the air, turning end over end as the bird swooped low over the street. It’s talons opened, another one of those bone-shattering screams erupting from its maw as it dived towards its prey.

Lightning flared like a miniature sun just behind me. The evening lit up like high noon as I leaped after Lexi, closing my eyes. If I made the stairwell, I might survive. If I didn’t jump far enough, it wouldn’t matter.

My feet hit hard, cold stairs, and I tumbled forward into the darkness. Lightning shattered the subway entrance, the ceiling collapsing on top of me as the whole world went white.

Then the darkness closed in, and I was falling.






Chapter Eleven









I opened my eyes to cool, dank air and total darkness. There was a strange, muffled sensation in my head, and it sounded like someone was screaming at me. Really losing their shit. A straight up ‘Karen in the middle of a Target’ meltdown. I tried to roll to the side and shush whoever it was - from how tired I felt, I definitely needed more sleep…

My body refused to move. Suddenly I remembered why.

That wasn’t some angry middle-aged lady screaming. That was the Jujak
. Denied its prey, the bird was having a city-shaking temper tantrum instead. Only the cave-in of the subway entrance had shielded me from the worst of it. From the sounds of the shrieks and explosions outside, this ruined city was going to have a few less buildings by the time the Jujak finished venting its frustration.

I reached down and felt around my body. The rocks started at my waist, pinning the lower half of my body beneath the cave-in. I could sort of feel my legs, but my feet were almost totally pins-and-needles. Not good.

The book...where was the book? I needed some help.

“Lexi,” I groaned, and started at the croak that came from my lips. “Lexi! Help!”

For what felt like minutes, I stared into the darkness. No help was coming. I strained against the rocks, groaning and grunting, fighting down the panic in my chest. This was not
 how I was going to die. No!

Thinking quickly, I reached behind my back for Lightslayer. By some miracle the sword was still fastened tightly between my shoulder blades. I drew it and swung weakly at the rocks, praying the high-level artifact qualities of the sword would help cut me free.

Nothing happened. The blade swung uselessly against the rock. Apparently ‘level ninety-nine’ only helped it slay daemons, not geography. Damn it.


Okay,
 I thought weakly. I tried sitting up and immediately regretted it. My head swam, the black walls of the subway entrance shimmering around me as the world reeled drunkenly. One more thing I can try. Maybe.


I held both hands to the rock and reached for the spell Lilith taught me. It blazed to life in the back of my mind, surging through my arms. Tendrils wrapped around my fingers, so dark that even in the pitch black stairwell, they stood out as bolts of black.

The rocks groaned, sinking into the void. More and more of them fell away, sucked into nothingness, and all of a sudden I could move. I crawled backwards feebly, my legs nearly useless as I scooted down the last few stairs to the subway platform.

I lay there for long moments, trying to force down the dizziness. I could just barely see my legs in the gloom, and what I could see made my heart sink. Everything below my waist was twisted and broken.

I wasn’t going to be walking any time soon.

Desperately, I reached for Lightslayer. I grabbed onto my Upper Realms magic as hard as I could, trying to channel raw power into the wounds the way I’d done in the Realm of Skye. My brow furrowed with concentration and my whole body broke out in sweat, but nothing happened. I couldn’t touch so much as a trickle of the magic.

“Fuck!” I sank onto my back, sobbing. “God damnit…!”

The Jujak had done what dozens of my enemies had only wished they could do: crippled me. I was going to die, trapped down in the darkness, trying to crawl my way to some kind of freedom until I starved to death or succumbed to blood loss. It might have been more merciful to have just drawn Lightslayer and gone out on my own terms.


No,
 I thought, shaking my head. I’d made that decision once in the Realm of Skye - to jump into assumed death rather than accept slavery - but not this time. Not while there’s a chance of getting back to my wives.


As my vision cleared, I realized I could see the walls of the subway station. Faded posters clung to the walls, most of them advertisements in a foreign language. One of them appeared to be a map of the subway stations, worn nearly ragged with time. I’d have grabbed it off the wall if I was able to rise.

Wait - where was the light coming from?

I rolled onto my side, groaning with pain. Lexi lay half-buried in the rubble, her cover weighed down by a heavy stone. The cry that left my throat at the sight of her was a pitiful thing, indeed.

She wasn’t able to speak - with her cover forced closed, a light spell was about all she was capable of. I wedged Lightslayer’s tip beneath one side of the rock and tilted, using the blade to 
lever the weight off of Lexi.

She popped up with a groan. “Thank
 you, Master!” Illumination filled the underground subway station, casting deep shadows on the walls. “I thought I was going to be stuck in there forever. You know you were actually on top of me during that cave-in?”

I shook my head weakly. “I’m used to you being on top of me
,” I said, forcing a smile. “Lexi...I’m hurt really bad…”

The book turned and cast its light over my legs. Lexi let out a yelp and extinguished it almost instantly. I didn’t blame her - it was pretty gnarly.

“Oh no,” the book whispered. “I...I don’t know what to do here, Master! These wounds...I don’t have any abilities to heal these…”

“That’s okay,” I said, another wave of dizziness washing over me. “Summon Lilith. Maybe she’s got an idea…”

It was a lame plan - but Lexi did what I said. Lightning flashed in the underground and the shimmering form of Lilith emerged, her wings flapping with anger as she stepped from Lexi’s roster.

“That was uncalled
 for,” the daemon hissed, brushing off her shoulders. “I was doing just fine getting to a hiding place on my own time…” She saw my legs and gasped. “Good Gods!
”

“I threw Lexi into the subway,” I wheezed. The edges of my vision were beginning to go gray - I’d lost a lot
 of blood. “Then I jumped in after her, but I was a little bit too slow…”

Lilith sprang into action. She dropped into a squat next to my legs, examining the wounds with a critical eye. She paused for a moment, one of her talons grazing a spur of bone projecting from what used to be my knee, then shook her head.

“There’s nothing I can do,” she said - then her eyes narrowed. “Book. What other daemons do you have inside of you?”

Lexi flipped through her pages rapidly, as if deep in thought. When she spoke, her voice had taken on a completely different tone. “A Capral and a Harpy,” she gasped. “But Lilith-”

“It will suffice,” the daemon said. She turned away from Lexi and leaned over me, her face filling with tenderness. “Craig. You’re going to have to Fuse me.”

“F...what
?” I blinked, but she didn’t get any less blurry. There was liquid dripping into my eyes. Part of me was worried it was blood, but even those worries seemed like they were coming from far away. “I don’t understand…”

“It’s the only way we can save you,” Lilith said, leaning in close. “Just give the book authorization to do a Daemon Fusion and we’ll handle the rest. Craig, please
…”

My consciousness was rapidly fading. “Sure,” I whispered, the back of my head hitting the cold concrete. “Do...do whatever you want…”

As the world receded, the strangest thing happened. Lilith stood up and walked a few steps away from me. Then, two bolts of lightning emerged from inside of Lexi - but this time, the daemon didn’t disappear. Instead she lit up like a Christmas tree, bathing the walls of the subway station in every color of the rainbow. There was a roar as it happened, so loud that it nearly drowned out the sound of the Jujak losing its shit outside in the city.

My eyes narrowed to slits. The world fell away, and the events in front of me looked like I was seeing them from the bottom of a deep, cold well. Well,
 I thought, the corner of my mouth turning up in a slight smile, maybe I’ll turn into a ghost.


A white light washed over me. The well opened its dark, gaping maw, the world snapped back into focus, and the pain receded. Suddenly I was gasping.

There was a new woman standing in front of me, her arms raised, both of them glowing.

“Who are-” is as far as I got. Another bright wall of pure white light washed over me, soothing away the last bits of my pain. The awful agony in my legs melted away, and when I looked down, they were straight and healed - though the bottoms of my robes were slashed in a dozen places, showing an expanse of tanned leg.

Somehow I managed to stand. It was the most amazing feeling; that something that small could feel so good after staring down the barrel of the end. “Holy shit,” I whispered, glancing around the subway station. “You fixed me. Who the hell are you?”

The woman in front of me was as competent as she was beautiful. She had mocha skin, with the high cheekbones and full, pouty lips of a royal princess. Her gown did nothing to sway me off that initial notion: it was as wispy and diaphanous as silk lingerie, clinging to her curves like a second skin. Although she was technically covered up from her collarbone to her ankles, anyone with two brain cells to rub together knew exactly what this woman would look like naked.

For the record, she’d look spectacular.


She looked at the work she’d done and beamed, rubbing her hands together as the last traces of light faded from her fingers. “Hello, Corruption Lord,” she purred in a musical, foreign-sounding accent. “My name is Lakshmi. I am your Daemon.”

“What? How?” I looked from Lakshmi to my book - and saw 
Lexi leaning against the wall, her pages open in shock. I’d never seen a book look awestruck before.

“That...that wasn’t supposed to happen,” Lexi muttered. “The chances of a Fusion accident are less than one in a hundred. And for this
 to be the result…!?”

One thing was clear just from looking at her: Lakshmi was a much more powerful daemon than any I’d ever seen before. The word fusion
 stuck in my head, and suddenly I thought I knew where she’d come from. I didn’t want to admit it to myself yet, though. I needed to hear it from her.


“Lakshmi,” I said, looking the beautiful woman up and down. “Did I know you previously as Lilith,
 daemon?”

The daemon smiled. “And Capral,
 and Harpy
,” she said, her tone equal parts kindness and lust. “I can feel all three of them within me, Master - though Lilith is undoubtedly the strongest part of my personality.” Her grin widened. “She dislikes when I refer to you as Master
, but she’ll get used to it.”

“Yeah, she said she wasn’t into that shit,” I said, dazedly. Daemon Fusion. Lexi had thrown all three of my daemons together, fusing them into a more powerful form. One that knew a healing spell and was able to pull me back from the brink. It was a tremendous strategy - and a terrible sacrifice.

“Of course,” Lakshmi said. “For that is what you are, surely. My Master.” She sauntered over, her hips swaying back and forth seductively. Suddenly I wanted to see this woman dancing with a few veils. “Fusion is your primary method of increasing the power of your daemons, my Lord. But even normal fusion does not produce a result such as me.”

“I heard something like that,” I said, turning back to Lexi with an effort. Damn, it was hard not to leer at this daemon’s assets. “Lexi said there was some sort of accident?”

It was Lexi who spoke. “Fusing Lilith with two weaker daemons should have produced a floating dragon with a duck’s bill,” the book said flatly. “A terrible daemon for fights - but one that knows two different healing spells. Lilith was giving up a lot to save you. But then…”

“But then,” Lakshmi finished, grinning broadly. “Every once in a blue moon, there is a Fusion accident. The results can be quite random - or not, when you’re a person as powerful as the Corruption Lord.” The daemon turned this way and that, showing off her body like a madam displaying her best girl. “Does this form please you, Master?”

“It, uh...it does,” I said, not bothering to lie. She looked damn good. Still, guilt flooded my gut. “I wish I hadn’t lost Lilith, though,” I said, thinking of Cara. “Are you...are you still you
 in there?”

In response, the daemon cocked her head to the side. The move was so exactly the one Lilith did whenever she was thinking that a shiver passed down my back.

“Mostly,” the woman purred. For the first time, I realized that Lakshmi’s age was set a little bit older than mine. With her large, heavy breasts and wide hips, there was definitely something of the sexy middle-aged cougar about the way she carried herself. There was always something about women like her I’d found endlessly erotic - and it was a quality none of my wives up until now had possessed.

The daemon noticed me noticing. “There’s nothing to feel ashamed about, Master,” she said, sliding a hand around my waist. This close to her I could smell her perfume - a rich, spicy scent tinged with jasmine. “We daemons are your possessions - your property
.” She giggled girlishly as she said this last word. “Making us more powerful and more beautiful is your right as a man.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, watching the way her gown clung to the valley between her legs. I was certain she wasn’t wearing anything beneath it - and that if I slid my hand down there, I’d find it wet and dripping for me.

Lakshmi leaned over and put her lips against my ear. “If you get the chance to make me into a younger, sexier daemon, I will gladly go,” she whispered, clinging to me. “But I hope you will not tire of me so quickly, Master.”

I cleared my throat. God, I felt good. “Tell me about your magic,” I said, trying not to think of how warm and fine her body felt against mine. “What can you do for me in battle?”

Lakshmi’s grin widened. “I have three spells, Master,” she said, her voice filled with anticipation. “The first - a potent healing spell - you’ve already seen first hand. Even though it is high-level, I had to use it on you twice to completely heal your injuries.”

“I thank you for that,” I said.

She acknowledged the compliment with a nod. “The second is an area of effect
 spell that damages all foes within a large radius with light energy,” she said, rattling the words off with her fingers. “I won’t preview that one for you for obvious reasons…”

Now I was grinning. “And the third?”

Lakshmi chuckled knowingly. “My dance,
 Master. It’s very special and powerful. Shall I show it to you?”

A dance
? I understood slinging fire and ice just fine. Even a healing spell fit neatly into my conception of how magic should work. But a dance?

“Sure,” I said, just as Lexi tried to warn me off.

Lakshmi nodded submissively. Then, before either of us could stop her, she began to dance.

By the time the pale pink light began to pour from her skin, it was already too late.






Chapter Twelve









As Lakshmi began to sway, her hips and breasts moving seductively, a pale pink glow filled the subway station. Charm
 magic.

“Master, look away,” Lexi warned, diving forward to slam her cover shut. “Don’t look at her-”

It was too late. Lakshmi had me.

Not that she needed to try particularly hard, of course. I was already more than smitten with the gorgeous, curvy daemon - her dance did little more than seal the deal. But what a dance! As the pink light enveloped me, the sounds of sinuous, rhythmic music reached my ears. Lakshmi moved perfectly in-step with the beat, using her gods-given assets for all they were worth.

It was strange: my reaction was out of proportion with the dance. Lakshmi didn’t strip off her clothes, or drop to the ground and start twerking for me, or even do much more than show off her already-considerable hips, ass and bust as she danced for me. But my cock swelled bigger and thicker than I could remember in a long, long time, straining against my boxers like an iron girder. By the time she moved into the second phase of the dance, gently hiking her robes up to show 
off her smooth, dark legs, I was practically foaming at the mouth.

It was the charm magic. Lakshmi’s powers were a cousin to my own Corruption Gaze, so looking at her was like staring down the barrel of a gun you’d built yourself. The longer I watched Lakshmi the more beautiful she became, until the curve of her half-revealed ass and mound in her clingy gown was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. As the beat picked up the pace, it grabbed my heartbeat and pulled it along with it, making my blood race.

With a giggle, Lakshmi lifted her robes above her waist, still swaying in time with the beat. Her swollen mound lay bare before me, glistening with juice, and I could smell
 her arousal. That scent was the last piece of the puzzle her charm magic needed: the moment it hit my nostrils I was like a wild animal. I couldn’t restrain myself anymore - I had to have her.

Before she could say a word, I grabbed Lakshmi’s ass with both hands. “Mine,” I grunted, lifting her clean off the floor. She giggled in my arms as I carried her to a nearby wall and slammed her against the tile, as if this rough treatment was exactly what she was aiming for when she cast her spell.

“Yours,” Lakshmi purred, spreading her legs wide for me. “I can’t believe I never fucked you when I was Lilith, Master.”

My fingers dug into the firm flesh of her ass. I lifted her up higher, bringing her dripping slit to my face like it was a buffet. “We never had the time,” I growled.

“I’ll have to make it up to you by riding that cock twice
 as hard,” Lakshmi said. As she rose higher against the wall, her face filled with confusion. “Master, what are you-”

I buried my face between her legs. The spicy, feminine scent rolling off her was even stronger as my tongue entered her slit, 
slipping into her tight, wet cunt. Lakshmi cried out and arched her back, throwing her legs over my shoulders so I could balance her with a single hand. She knows exactly what she’s doing,
 I thought.

Soon my fingers joined my tongue. One, then two digits entered the daemon’s quivering slit, stabbing into her channel as my tongue swirled in tight circles around her clit. I lapped at Lakshmi’s cunt like it was a bowl of ice cream - and from the groans leaving her throat, no one had ever attacked her with such abandon.

“Unngh, Master yes
,” she panted, her thick thighs tightening on either side of my head. Her clit throbbed against my tongue, the sensitive nub pulsing in time with her rapid heartbeat. “I can’t take it anymore - please fuck me, please!”

I let her drop. Lakshmi fell with a gasp, her fall arrested by my hands beneath her ass. I pushed her harder against the wall, her dripping cunt at the perfect height for me to ram myself hilt-deep inside of her. Her legs spread like a bird’s wings, the balls of her feet against the concrete as she reached down and parted her folds.

She was utterly gorgeous. Every inch of Lakshmi’s body was built for sex, curvy and flawless. My gaze traveled to her tits and stayed there, watching them strain the tight, confining fabric of her robe as the head of my cock pushed into her.

“I want to see these,” I growled, squeezing her tits together. The nipples pebbled against my palms, so stiff they poked through the thin fabric. “I want to watch them bounce up and down while I fuck you, slut!”

Lakshmi groaned at the insult, rocking her hips in a tight circle as I pushed into her. The heat and friction was amazing. Her interior was so tight and wet that I was grunting like a caveman 
as I sank into her all the way down to my balls.

“Your wish is my command,” the daemon whispered. Her hands grasped my wrists, then covered her breasts with her palms. Her robe vanished as if Lexi had just pulled it back inside my daemon roster, leaving her topless. Her heavy mocha breasts bounced up and down as I thrust into her, the nipples dark and stiff with lust.

“Aww yeah,” I grunted, losing control. “Holy shit you feel so good. God damn those tits look amazing…”

With a laugh, Lakshmi pushed against the wall with her shoulders. The motion thrust those big funbags into my face, so that my head was buried in her cleavage the way it had been against her cunt a few moments ago. I licked and sucked her nipples, swirling my tongue around one before clamping down so hard I half-expected milk to fill my mouth.

Fuck. That would’ve been so
 hot…

I couldn’t hold back much longer. My cock jerked and pulsed with every thrust, spraying precum against Lakshmi’s walls. She could feel me struggling to hold back. Her legs locked behind my ass, welcoming me deeper into her soft, silky core. Even completely helpless, her balance totally under my control, Lakshmi fucked me back like a goddamn hellcat.

“I’m going to come,” I panted, burying my face in the beautiful daemon’s tits. “Oh fuck, fuck I’m so close…”

My hips pumped madly, my meat slamming between her thighs hard enough to leave bruises. Lakshmi loved it, laughing and giggling like she couldn’t enough of being treated like my whore.

“Fill me up, Master,” the daemon whimpered, moaning against my ear like a pornstar. “I’m gonna cum too - I just want to feel 
you first! Let go, Master, stick that big dick all the way inside me and let go and feel so good…
”

The wave inside of me crested, the pleasure becoming unbearable. One more hard thrust and the world shattered. My balls drew tight against Lakshmi’s ass as I reached the edge and crashed right over, exploding inside of her tight cunt with hurricane force.

As orgasm washed over me, flooding my bloodstream with sheer release, I opened my eyes and stared at Lakshmi’s breasts. I want to coat these,
 I thought with a grin. So I did.

I pulled out of Lakshmi’s pussy and let her sink. She understood what I was going for immediately - she was definitely that kind of girl. The daemon sank to her knees, wrapping her fingers around the base of my cock as more thick ropes of cum sprayed from the tip. Even with several bursts of cream inside her cunt, I had more than enough to glaze her brown breasts with streaks of pearly white seed. Lakshmi panted and moaned as I ejaculated all over her tits, her face, her collar and flat tummy.

“Gods, it’s so much
,” the daemon panted. Her fingers pumped me slowly now, milking the last few jets of seed from my balls. “You must have really enjoyed my cunt, Master.”

“It’s been a while,” I groaned, tangling my fingers in her thick, dark hair. The gentlest pressure was all it took to get Lashmi to wrap her pouty lips around my cock and begin to suck me clean. She savored my load like it was liquid honey, only the whites of her eyes showing as she groaned around my thick prick. Before long, I was clean - and swelling back to my full girth again, my balls slapping gently against the daemon’s chin.

“Hey!” The voice surprised me. I’d been so into Lakshmi that I’d forgotten we weren’t alone. “What do you mean, ‘a long time’? You just
 
got off inside of me!”

I had to laugh. Lexi had propped herself up against the wall while I’d been fucking Lakshmi, and now she was glaring at me with all the indignation a talking book could muster. It would’ve been funny if she didn’t have a legitimate point.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I said, groaning as Lakshmi began to deepthroat me. “I just...ohhh
…”

The daemon pulled off me with a wet little pop
, grinning at Lexi. “He did not mean to offend you, sweetheart,” she giggled. “Come here - let’s both make him happy. He’s already so hard…”

“Yeah, he never stops,” Lexi groaned, but I could already tell she was getting into the idea. “He’s such a fucking pervert. He’ll fuck anything with a tight, wet little hole…”

“Well, you modeled yours after the best,” Lakshmi shot back. “Or did you think I didn’t notice what you did with my anatomy?”

Lexi colored beneath her cover. “It’s not like that! I just…”

“You just wanted to please Master,” Lakshmi said, giving the book a sympathetic glance. “As do I.”

Getting a blowjob from two gorgeous women had once been the kind of thing I’d only dreamed about. Coming to the Eight Realms had made it a reality more times than I’d ever hoped it could happen - yet I’d never experienced a double BJ quite like this before.

Lakshmi went deep on me like she’d never even heard
 of the words ‘gag reflex’, her pouty lips grinding around my shaft as she took me all the way down to the balls. She took a special pride in sucking me off hands-free, her head bobbing like a cork up and down my stiff prick as she slurped me.

They fell into a rhythm: Lakshmi would slowly build me up until she could feel my legs trembling, then she’d pick Lexi up and slam
 the book down on my cock. Lexi’s interior was even tighter and wetter than it had been when we’d fucked in the ruined classroom: she’d clearly had time to work on improving her inner channel using what she’d learned from our first fuck. Maybe Lakshmi had slipped her a few pointers while I wasn’t looking: I didn’t care. All that mattered was how it felt fucking incredible
 every time Lakshmi ground Lexi’s cover against my hips, like she was forcing a girl’s head all the way down on my cock.

The words coming out of her mouth confirmed that’s what she was thinking too. “That’s right, take
 Master’s dick,” the daemon grunted, giving Lexi’s back cover a slap as she rode me. The pain made her clench around me, drawing so tight around my cock that it threw sparks. Fuck, could parchment even conduct electricity? I was too far gone to think about it.

Lakshmi let me get right on the edge of a second orgasm, then pulled Lexi away and swirled her tongue around my swollen, throbbing crown. She was an expert at getting me right to the edge and keeping me there, and soon I was babbling incoherently with caveman grunts as I tried to cum. This continued for several more cycles, until Lakshmi slammed the book down on my cock hard and kept right on slamming, past the point of no return.

“Come inside her,” my daemon girl growled, grinning from ear to ear. “Come for us, Master - give us our reward. Spray us down with that hot, sticky seed and make us pretty!”

I couldn’t resist a request like that. Lexi’s cunt twisted around me, ridges forming out of the smooth interior of her wetness, and I cried out loud enough that my orgasm echoed through the empty subway tunnels. Lakshmi held the book tight on my 
cock as I erupted, filling Lexi with hot, creamy spurts of seed until I felt like I’d been wrung dry.

Only when I was done did Lakshmi let the book go. I sank to the ground with a groan, utterly spent. I just fucked a daemon and a talking book,
 I thought madly. I must be going insane - but shit, I like it…


“Come here,” Lakshmi purred. For a moment I thought she meant me, but no - she picked up Lexi, thumbed open her pages, and buried her face in the girl’s spine. Hot seed oozed from between her pages, and the daemon lapped it up with abandon. By the time she was done, Lakshmi’s face was covered in gobs of my cum.

“Did you…” I watched them open-mouthed, stunned. “Did you just eat out my book?”

“I most certainly did,” Lakshmi said with a come-soaked smile. “That was worth waiting for, Master.”

I shook my head and laughed. “You girls are crazy,” I said. “I don’t know if my wives are going to fall in love with you or try and toss you both off the airship at the first opportunity.”

“I’d like to see them try,” Lexi sighed. The book must have had at least one orgasm at some point during our mad sex party - her voice was utterly satisfied. “They’ll find out just how powerful the magic of the Lower Realms can be, my Lord…”

Of that, I had no doubt.

“Now,” Lakshmi said, rising and stretching, “we should get some rest. Let me take care of that for you, Master…”

The rock next to me blazed to life, transformed into a ball of light. I threw my hand up to shield my eyes, and when the light faded, there was a bed sitting in the middle of the subway platform. Lakshmi climbed into it, still naked, like it was the 
most natural thing in the world.

“A little rough,” the daemon said, “but it will suffice.” She patted the space next to her. “Come here, Master. Let me embrace you.”

I should have said no. Chasing the Jujak was more important - if the bird decided to move while Lakshmi and I were out, we could easily lose track of it. If that happened, we’d be out our only lead towards finding Gabrielle…

Lexi had already followed my train of thought. “I’ll keep an eye on the Jujak,” the book said, propping itself up against the nearby wall. “Don’t worry - whenever it finishes having its tantrum and heads out of the city, I’ll alert you both. You two try and get some rest.”

“Thanks,” I said, climbing into bed. Lakshmi’s arms surrounded me. The gorgeous daemon relaxed against my side, giggling against my chest like she’d just come home. “Don’t forget to…”

I was out like a light.






Chapter Thirteen









“Master, wake up.” Lexi’s voice was a whisper in the darkness. “The Jujak is on the move.”

I gave a start, rising to a sitting position and throwing off my blanket. Lakshmi’s conjured mattress was almost sinfully comfortable beneath me. After everything I’d been through recently, I felt like I could’ve laid back down in the daemon’s arms and slept for a week.

Maybe with a couple more rounds of what had happened last night in between.

Instead, I rolled to the side of the bed with a groan. “How long were we out?” I asked the book, dropping to the concrete. The subway stretched both ahead and behind, an unbroken tunnel beneath the ground. It was a good thing that Lexi was tracking the beast. From the sounds of its screams, it could’ve been coming from either direction.

“Five or six hours,” the book whispered. It glanced over at the sleeping Lakshmi, naked save for a thin sheet bunched up around her waist. It covered her ass, but did nothing to hide the gentle rise and fall of her breasts. “Last night was crazy,” Lexi said. “You feel it too, right?”

“I do,” I said. Things were different between the three of us 
now. It was a difficult thing to define, but both Lexi and I felt it. I knew Lakshmi did, too.

“I should unsummon her,” Lexi mused. “It’s what I’m supposed to do. Put her back inside of me until we need her for a battle. But the more I look at her, the more I find I just can’t do that.” She sighed, her pages flapping within their covers. “I like her, Master.”

“I like her too.” I favored the book with a grin. “She needs to stop pretending she’s asleep, though. It’s very unbecoming.”

Lakshmi gave a snort and rolled onto her back. “You love it,” the gorgeous daemon said, wiping the sleep from her eyes. “Besides, I wanted to hear what you said about me when you thought I couldn’t hear.”

I could understand that. “It’s what people say about you behind closed doors that really
 shows the way they feel,” I agreed. “I’ve been the victim of that a few times myself.”

She sat up, still gloriously topless. “Just so.”

I laughed. “Get dressed, Lakshmi. Lexi’s staring. You keep showing off like that, she’s going to reclassify from a reference book to a romance novel. We’ll have to keep her on a whole different shelf.”

Lakshmi beamed. “It would be an honor to be written in the pages of her heart,” the daemon said with a wry smile. “As far as I’m concerned, she may touch her shelf whenever she wishes.”

I laughed, although Lexi didn’t seem to find it funny. “Very clever,” the book grumbled. “While you two are sitting here joking about sex, the Jujak is putting more distance on us. Didn’t you say it was important to follow it?”

“Don’t put words in my mouth,” the daemon said, giggling. “Only the Corruption Lord

 gets to put things in my mouth.”

I would’ve liked to make a return trip to Lakshmi’s mouth, in fact, but Lexi was right. The only way we were getting out of Vortex was over Gabrielle’s dead body - and the only path to victory there was one that followed the Jujak.

“Hop on up,” I said, gesturing for Lexi to climb into my arms. “How are you keeping tabs on Big Bird, anyway?”

With a smug noise, Lexi flipped to a blank set of pages and filled them with ink. The marks formed a rough map of the area, shifting and shimmering across the parchment to reflect each change like radar pings. It showed the long tunnel of the subway line moving in a generally northward direction, with a glowing dot travelling roughly parallel to the underground.

“That’s the Jujak,” Lexi said, flexing the page. “It’s headed towards Night City. If Gabrielle doesn’t show up and intercept it, it’s going to lay down some serious
 damage. The kind most places don’t come back from.”

I glanced down the tunnel. The remains of a metallic rail system stretched down the middle of the lane, but the breakers had all been flipped long ago. The whole thing was safe to touch, as inert as stone. We were going to have to hustle to keep the Jujak from getting too far ahead of us.

“There’ll be a station in Night City, right? This subway had to let people off there.”

“Should be,” Lexi agreed. The book twisted a bit in my arms, turning towards Lakshmi. “I wish you still had wings. You could probably carry us faster than Master can walk.”

The daemon had resummoned her clothing, although the skintight fabric was only slightly less revealing than her nudity had been. “If you’d seen the way Lilith flew, you wouldn’t make 
that wish,” she said with a laugh. “Come on, let’s hustle!”

Hustle we did. With Lexi’s light spell keeping the way ahead of us clear, we settled into a jog as we traveled north through the underground tunnel. Maybe it was Lakshmi’s healing spell, or maybe it was the hot threesome I’d had last night, but as I ran, I felt better than I had in a long time. Even the chilly, dank air of the underground seemed to invigorate me as I went, my strides sure and even down the subway track.

The Jujak might have been able to fly faster than we could run, but we had an advantage. The subway led directly to Night City, while the bird meandered, its attention diverted by every potential threat or prey animal between it and its destination. It gained on us a few times, locking its wings and soaring higher into the air, but each time we made up the lost ground through sheer persistence.

“Tell me something about the Eight Realms,” I said, directing the question at both of my companions. We had to do something
 to pass the time, after all - one long stretch of subway tunnel looked more or less the same as another. “Semiramis gave me a crash course in how the Realm of Vortex works, but I don’t think most of it stuck. I was kind of distracted by how little she was wearing.”

“Yeah, she’ll do that,” Lexi scoffed. I could almost hear her rolling her non-existent eyes. “What did you want to know?”

“Semiramis told me this
 Realm is twinned to the Realm of Continent,” I said, the words coming out in a huff. It was tough to talk and jog at the same time. “Like they’re both the tutorial level in a video game - only Continent is for the Normal difficulty, and Vortex is the Hard.”

Next to me, Lakshmi laughed. “I understood about half the words in that sentence, Master.”

“I know,” I said with a sigh. “Maybe one day I’ll be able to explain to everyone where I come from in a way that sticks.” Trying another tack, I cleared my throat. “Semiramis said some events in one Realm affect the other?”

Lexi looked thoughtful. “That is true, my Lord. You’ve seen that the maps of each Realm are the same. When something happens to change that in one Realm, the other Realm alters itself to match. Hence the double lines on the map I showed you.” She beamed proudly. “The border between the Upper and Lower Realms is very thin here.”

Something occurred to me. “Wait a second. I’ve
 been altering Continent. By, like, a lot
.”

The book didn’t falter. “Yes?”


The Virago Shieldmaidens tore down Wrathholme,
 I thought, working the idea to its logical conclusion. I made war on Thessalia. And a few weeks ago just about every Kingdom in the Realm rolled over and pledged fealty to me. Did
 all of that affect Vortex, too?


“What’s been happening down here,” I asked, “while I’ve been conquering up there?”

Both Lakshmi and Lexi gave me strange looks. The daemon didn’t break stride. “Gabrielle’s been conquering Vortex,” she said with a shrug. “It happened slowly, at first, then the whole Realm fell to her all at once. All the Factions in this part of the world have pledged fealty to her.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Lexi added. “Even before she got the Pearls, she was the Pirate Queen. The things I’ve heard about her…”

There was something here. Something very, very important. I ignored the burning in my chest and ran faster, the blinking red light that represented the Jujak speeding ahead of us. If I could 
only spend some time sitting down and thinking, I could maybe figure it out.


Gabrielle and I were conquering our respective Realms at the same time,
 I thought. Me up there and her down here. Why does that set my teeth on edge? What the fuck does it mean!?


Just up ahead, the subway widened. What had been a narrow tunnel through the rock suddenly emptied out into another massive station, nearly identical to the one we’d come from. The sounds of combat came from overhead, what sounded like dozens of voices yelling and fighting and dying. One noise reigned supreme over all the rest: the screams of the Jujak.

It was here. It had decided to strike right at the heart of Gabrielle’s power. She had to come for it now - and when she did, we’d be ready.

I slowed to a stop and reached for Lightslayer. My fingers gripped the hilt, no magic flowing through the blade. Dammit,
 I thought. I’m so used to recharging myself through this sword. I need to get back to the Upper Realms...


Lakshmi stared uneasily at the ceiling of the subway station. Bits of rock and dust dropped down as the ground shook, reverberations thudding through the earth. “It sounds like it’s right above our heads,” she said. “Master, perhaps we should wait before going up there?”

I shook my head. “It should be now. We’ll be able to slip through the city in the carnage.” Rubbing my stubbly cheek, I added: “there is one thing you can do for me first.”

Lakshmi brightened. A moment later, a sensual smile appeared on her face. “You want a quickie before you face the heat of battle, is that it? Well, Master, I’m definitely the kind of girl who’d say yes to that…”

I held up a finger. “Not now. Definitely after. I want you to teach me your magic, Lakshmi. In case I need healing and you’re not near me.”

That was the reason I gave her. In truth, I wanted more than just healing. That charm magic was going to be necessary to take down Gabrielle. As much as it pained me to admit it, the Pirate Queen was much more powerful than I was with the Black and White Pearls at her side. The only chance I had was to grab hold of that shard of Corruption in her brain and twist it in deeper.

The daemon regarded me evenly. “You’re sure
 you wouldn’t rather pin me up against the wall?”

I grinned. “Trust me, I want that, too. Claiming this Realm comes first. Magic, please.”

Lakshmi looked displeased, but did as I asked. She hastened to grab my wrists, golden light spilling from her fingers. A wave of pure energy washed over my body, blinding me, and when it passed, there was new knowledge in the back of my brain.

“That’s the healing spell,” Lakshmi said, pursing her lips. “Those are always easier to learn than their levels would indicate. You wish to learn charm as well, correct?”

“Correct.”

The daemon frowned. “I will teach you the most basic charm spell I know,” she decided after a moment. “I would love
 to see what would happen if you learned the Dance, I don’t believe you’d be able to handle it at your level.”

My eyes narrowed, but I didn’t correct her. I remembered the way even low-level spells had kicked me in the face earlier. More than anything else, I needed to be at 100% fighting trim 
before facing down Gabrielle. Running up on her fortress with a bloody nose and a limp wasn’t the kind of image I wanted to project.

I wasn’t an idiot, however. Without the Gaze, there was no innate power would allow me to corrupt Gabrielle. If something happened to Lakshmi between here and wherever we did battle, I’d have nothing to defend myself with beyond a sword and my wits. Hedging my bets was the best option.

I just knew it was going to hurt.

“Do it,” I commanded. Now I was the one taking hold of Lakshmi’s wrists, and she looked even more nervous than I felt. “This magic ought to be second nature to me. I bet it’ll be even easier to learn that Healing and Darkness.”

Lakshmi nodded. “Okay,” she said, summoning up a pink wave. “Here it comes-”

It was not
 easier to learn than Healing. Or Darkness.

A wave of magic rolled over me like a steamroller. Lakshmi’s fingers dug into my wrist as the storm engulfed me, ripping away my senses. Only the fact that I already recognized the contour of the magic kept me from being swept away into that torrent of power.

I screamed. The noise came from somewhere inside my own head, swallowed by the storm. I held on for dear life, struggling not to fall. Even thinking of fighting back was impossible. Lakshmi’s charm magic was just too strong for me - too powerful for me to tame.


No,
 I told myself. Hell no!


The only connection left to the real world were Lakshmi’s hands in mine. I could feel her tugging, trying to pull me back, but I resisted. If you don’t master this now,
 I told myself, you’ll 
never see your wives again. You’ll never hear that special little moan Mariah makes when you hit that one spot inside of her - you’ll never see Necessity and Eri on either side of the bed, fighting to be the one who brings you over the edge with their mouths…


I advanced through the storm. Inch by inch, the magic yielded to me. It was like trying to walk through the harshest part of a hurricane, but I did it. Each step was slightly easier than the last, as if something inside me had changed. Had it?

The pink wall dissolved. I was standing next to Lakshmi, her nails dug so hard into my wrists that they drew blood, back in the underground subway station. None of the rest of it had been real. I’d done it - I’d won.

“Master?” Lakshmi’s eyes were as wide as saucers. “Are you alright?”


I’m not sure.
 Hesitantly, I reached for my face. There was no blood. That was an improvement, at least.

Turning on a heel, I threw up a hand towards the darkness. Pink sparks shot from my fingers, bathing the corridor behind us in a bright, rosy light. Both Lakshmi and Lexi gasped.

I smiled triumphantly. “That’s much better,” I said, enjoying the fuzzy feeling of the magic between my fingers. It was a little bit like the static charge you got when touching a doorknob after rubbing your feet on carpet - only pleasurable instead of painful. I liked it.

“You did it.” Lakshmi sounded impressed.

“Of course I did,” I said, brushing the dirt off my robes. “It sounds like the Jujak is on the move. We should be, too.”

Scooping Lexi into my arms, we ascended the short set of stairs to the surface. I wasn’t sure what to expect - another city, probably, much like the one I’d found myself in after my 
long fall from Highhold. Ruined, perhaps, by the Legendary Daemons.

Instead, I found myself staring at a ghost.

For a moment, my senses reeled. I was back! It was impossible, but here I was - walking down the streets of Thessalia. The capital city of my Kingdom lay spread before me like a whore, its golden streets paved with the broken hopes of my enemies. I’d made it back home…

No. This wasn’t home. The streets weren’t golden - they were paved in a stone the same black shade as my robes. The shapes of the buildings were the same, but the details were completely different. The world rocked around me, settling back into focus. A feeling of disappointment entered my chest.

“You weren’t kidding,” I said, looking up and down the street. “This place looks exactly like Thessalia. Thessalia if the Virago Shieldmaidens had been goth girls instead of psychotic Wonder Woman wannabes…”

Lexi tittered in my arms. “You should know your way around, then.”

She was right - I did. Every time I blinked, it was like I saw my city overlaid on top of Gabrielle’s. Again that strange, surging sensation at the back of my head told me I was missing
 something, but try as I might, I couldn’t figure it out. Maybe after we dealt with Gabrielle I’d have time to ponder it.

“We’re in the Western Quarter,” I said, glancing into the sky. “If Gabrielle’s fortress is where the Tower of Justice stands in my city, then we’re close. As long as that bird doesn’t find us, it should be a straight shot…”


That bird,
 as it turned out, was occupied. The Jujak banked low over the city, spraying buildings with strong electric attacks. 
Men and women fled before it, cowering inside of their basements and cellars. Those who didn’t make it to shelter in time were destroyed beneath its wrath. A few figures dressed in black tactical gear fired at the bird, drawing it away from the more populated areas of the town, but they wore grim, hopeless expressions. I could see the question in their faces: where was Gabrielle? Where was the leader who was supposed to protect them?


If you killed the Jujak
, a little voice in my head whispered, these people would flip to your side in a heartbeat…


I stared up at the creature. Finding a way to kill something that big was nearly impossible - but if anyone could do it, I could.

“Let’s get to the tower,” I growled, ducking into the nearest alleyway. We were doing no good standing around.

Even the narrow paths between the wider roads were the same as in Thessalia. As it turned out, I knew this city like the back of my hand. It allowed the three of us to make our way inward, avoiding both the Jujak and Gabrielle’s patrols. The latter we only bumped into once, and a blast of Lakshmi’s charm magic had been enough to make them avoid us.

“We’re almost there,” I said, using a statue for cover as a trio of black-clad soldiers hustled by. They shouted orders at each other in excited tones - I thought I caught the word ‘airship’ in there somewhere. My eyebrows shot to my hairline.

Gabrielle was here. Her airship was in Night City. She was close!

It gave me the strength to hit top speed down the street. Night City’s equivalent of the Hall of Justice was just around the corner. That would undoubtedly be the spot Gabrielle chose to touch down. She probably had special equipment set up just to dock her airship - I’d see it as soon as I saw the fortress…

I turned the corner. And froze in my tracks.

Gabrielle’s fortress was practically a 1:1 scale model of my palace at Thessalia. Only where mine was a golden finger stretching to the heavens like the playground of an Olympian God, Gabrielle’s looked like something from a particularly kinky H.R. Giger piece. Something about the way it stretched into the sky changed it from finger-like to phallic, giving the whole thing an uncomfortable feeling.

I wasn’t the sort of person who’d let that stop me. It wasn’t the look of Gabrielle’s fortress that sent my jaw to the cobblestones, or caused me to nearly drop Lexi.

There was an airship docked on the side of the fortress, bolted to a balcony halfway up. Just as I’d been expecting.

There was just one problem.

It wasn’t Gabrielle’s.






Chapter Fourteen









“Holy shit,” I whispered, staring up at Gabrielle’s tower. “That’s the Angerborn!
”

It wasn’t possible. The last time I’d seen the Angerborn
 - the airship we’d stolen from the Bright sisters while Skye collapsed around our heads - it had been flying into a portal leading back to my home Realm. I’d watched it disappear as I fell into the endless clouds of Skye, the wound Chloe gave me burning like a brand in my side.

There was no way it could be in Vortex. And yet, there it was. I would’ve recognized it anywhere.

A bolt of lightning struck the fortress. The entire tower lit up the cold blue of direct current before fading, and I understood something about Gabrielle’s city. Her fortress wasn’t just decoration: it was a lightning rod. Any of the Jujak’s attacks that hit near the center of the city would arc towards the tower, and the tower ground them, dissolving them harmlessly. It was clever, and I wondered if it had always been that way or a change of Gabrielle’s.

As the sky cleared, the Angerborn
 swayed against the balcony. Thick chains kept my airship tethered to Gabrielle’s fortress. I blinked, narrowing my eyes. I rubbed them with my thumbs, 
trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

“What is that...that shimmer
?” I asked, directing the question to my team. “Why does my ship look so blurry?”

It was Lexi who answered. “My Lord, that’s a stasis bubble! It’s an extremely
 powerful spell.”

Now that I knew what I was looking at, the shimmering surface of the Angerborn
 no longer confused me. “It looks like someone put it in a bag and is planning on dumping it in their aquarium,” I said, thinking of the goldfish you win at theme parks when I was a kid. “Wait - how
 powerful?”

“Requires the Black Pearl
 powerful,” Lexi said, her pages flapping together. “Lady Gabrielle is almost certainly the person who encased your crew in that bubble, my Lord. Unless there’s someone equally as powerful within the Eight Realms I don’t know about.”

“Occam’s Razor,” I spat. “It’s her hometown, so she did it. But then, where is she…?”

It didn’t make any sense. If Gabrielle had already returned to Vortex, why was she not fighting the Jujak? Her people were dying by the score, her cities were barren ruins. Why the fuck wasn’t she protecting
 her people?

I was the Lord of Corruption. That made me a pretty bad guy, in the grand scheme of things. I subjugated beautiful women to my will and threw prisoners off airships, but the thought of leaving my own people twisting in the wind before a threat like the Jujak turned my stomach. I’d never
 do that.

“We’re going to break that bubble,” I said, suddenly more sure of myself than I’d been in days. “We’re going to get my wives. And then - we’re going to kill that fucking bird!”

“What!?” Lexi turned around in my arms, her cover pursed in thought. “Yes...yes!
 
My lord, the tower! It neutralizes the Jujak’s attacks!”

I was already a step ahead of her. “Without its lightning attacks, the Jujak is just a big, stupid bird. We keep Angerborn
 near the tower, it can’t hurt us - but we can blow it out of the sky!” Excitement filled my veins. “If Gabrielle won’t protect her fucking people, we will!”

I raced up the steps of the tower. The big double-doors loomed before me, covered in runes. One kick and they flew open, revealing the great hall. High, arched ceilings loomed over my head, black crystal chandeliers bathing the ground floor in watery light.

We’d disturbed a half-dozen figures in the middle of a conversation. Their leader gave a start and turned to me, a silver sword flashing in his hand as he drew it from his scabbard.

“It’s the Corruption Lord,” they said, and suddenly I realized the he
 was a she
. “Gabrielle warned us he might show up! Bring him down-!”

The urge to kill surged in my veins. Just this once, it wasn’t the right impulse.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said, holding up my hands. The half-dozen guards paused, swords drawn, clearly suspecting some kind of trap. “Look - I haven’t even drawn my sword.”

The leader’s teeth gritted. “Draw the sword,” she growled. “I want to tell my children I beat the Corruption Lord in a fair fight!”


It would be anything but fair,
 I thought, laughing internally. “I will not,” I snapped at her. “Not until I’m facing down the Jujak.”

There were gasps at the mention of the creature’s name. One 
of the guards pointed at me, hand trembling. “He’s here to kill it…?”

“Lies!” a different guard shouted. “He’s a monster!”

I shook my head and laughed. “No, the monster
 is that thing flying around your city,” I shot back. “You want it dead or not?”

The guards shared an uneasy look. “We’re supposed to capture you,” the leader spat, glancing from me to my book to Lakshmi. She was sizing us up for a fight, and she liked what she saw. “The Lady’s orders. I don’t care about your promises, Corruption Lord. You’re the enemy!”

“Uh huh,” I said, striding forward. Four of the six guards shrank back, cowering. Was my reputation really that fearsome? I grinned. Cool
. “Where is your Lady now?”

Only the leader and her lieutenant still held their swords at the ready. “None of your business,” the leader snarled.

I glanced upstairs. “We don’t have time for this,” I said, rising to my full height. I put every drop of bad-guy energy I could into my tone, letting loose the villainous lord these people expected me to be. “Your families are dying outside! I intend to save
 them, woman. If I have to do it over your dead body, I will.”

Something changed in her face. “Why?” Her lips formed a tight little line, and suddenly I knew she had family out there in the storm. “Why would you help us?”

I didn’t even need to lie. “Because your Lady
 won’t,” I said, walking into sword range like it was no big deal. “I intend to show you all what a true evil lord looks like. One who isn’t a coward in the face of destruction. What’s your name, soldier?”

For a moment, the woman looked like she wouldn’t answer. Then her shoulders sagged. “Courtney,” she whispered, 
ignoring the shocked glances from her subordinates. “My children are across the street, Darek.”

“Go to them,” I said, striding past her. Then, over my shoulder: “All of you go. Protect as many people as you can. Bring them into the inner circle around the fortress - it provides some protection from the beast’s attacks.” I let the cold, cruel smirk these people expected spread across my face. “And be ready.”

I was almost all the way to the stairs when I heard the woman’s voice again. “Ready for what
, Darek?”

It was so perfect. I couldn’t have planned it that way if I tried.

“For victory
,” I growled, raising a fist in the air. “This is my city now, not your Lady’s. I intend to treat it that way!”

Cheers filled the hall behind me as I made my way up the stairs. We were halfway up before Lexi managed to find her voice.

“My Lord,” she said, shuddering in my arms. “I’ve never seen anything like that before!”

“Oh, I do it all the time,” I said, brushing my hair over my shoulder. “People’s loyalties are never as deep as they think they are, Lexi.”

“No?”

“Trust me on this.” I took a torch from the wall and lit it - there were no windows in the stairwell and no way to see without it. “Put the people around you in the slightest amount of pain or discomfort, and you’ll discover quickly who really
 loves you, and who is just hanging onto you for what you can give them.” My expression grew sad. “It’s a lesson I wish I’d learned several times before coming to the Eight Realms - and more than once since.”

Lexi was silent for a moment, the only sound in the hall mine and Lakshmi’s footsteps. “But you have
 found people you can depend on,” the book said, brightening.

I nodded. “I know. That’s why I’m about to set them free.”

I knew exactly which balcony the Angerborn
 was tethered to. It was the mirror-image of the one in the Hall of Justice where I’d been standing when the Bright sisters’ airships tore through portals over Thessalia. As we ascended, I mentally counted the floors, huffing with the effort of jogging up steps. Finally we reached the right one.

I felt for Lightslayer on reflex and winced as the sword failed to ease my tiredness. I’m never going to get the hang of that,
 I thought, sighing. This stupid Realm…


A wave of white energy rolled over my body. Instantly I felt better. The burning ache in both legs faded to a dull twinge, the rest of my tiredness leaving me completely. Turning around, I saw Lakshmi leaning against the entrance to the stairs with a shit-eating grin.

“I saw you reach for that blade,” she purred in that high, lilting accent. “I’ve noticed you always do it when your energy is flagging. Thought I’d help you out instead of watching you get pissed off.”

“Thanks,” I said, appreciating it.

“No problem.” As Lakshmi stepped in front of me, she gave me a quick peck on the cheek - and squeezed the bulge in my pants beneath her palm. “Anytime you need me to give you a pick-me-up, you just let me know, Master. In any way
 you might need it.”


Oh boy,
 I thought. I’m going to have a lot of explaining to do to Mariah and Necessity…


The Angerborn
 
waited next to the balcony, a thick chain holding it against the bricolage. Beyond the airship, the Jujak flew over the city, dropping bolts of lightning directly beneath its path. A half dozen fires raged through the town, but the longer I looked, the more I saw black-suited figures running to and from the blaze. Some of them carried water, some just grabbed bystanders and dragged them to safety. Courtney and her squad
, I thought, a surge of pride filling my chest. I’ll have to give them all a promotion later
.

I took a good long look at the stasis bubble. It really did look like the Angerborn
 was floating in a huge ball of water. Hesitantly, I reached out and touched the surface. In contrast to its shimmery, wavy appearance, it was hard and unyielding.

“How do we break this?” I asked. I rapped the side of the stasis bubble with my knuckles, producing a hollow sound. Worry filled me. I hadn’t thought this part through - the appearance of the bubble had made it seem like a simple tap could break it apart. I hadn’t expected resistance.

“I could cast spells at it for the better part of an hour,” Lakshmi said, eyeing the Jujak nervously, “but we don’t have time for that. Draw the sword, Master. Time to put that level ninety-nine blade to use.”

I nodded, reaching for Lightslayer. The blade left the scabbard with a low hiss, shining darkly in the light of the Jujak’s assault. I held the sword this way and that, trying to decide which way I wanted to stab it. “Is this going to hurt me?” I asked, more curious than frightened.

“Possibly.” Lexi and Lakshmi shared a glance. “I’ll be right here with another healing spell if you need it, Master.”

Nodding, I squared my shoulders and brought the blade into a two-handed grip. Lifting it above my head, I brought it down 
point-first on the stasis bubble.

For a moment, nothing happened. The stasis bubble held firm, Lightslayer’s tip barely even denting it. My heart dropped into my stomach as I realized just how powerful this magic really was. Fuck,
 I thought. Come on, you stupid bubble. Burst...


A pulse of light cascaded over the bubble. Lightslayer glowed green-and-black for a moment – then a section of the hard shell cracked inward.


If I didn’t know any better,
 I thought, I’d say this thing just
 recognized my sword...


It was like punching a hole in a dam. Energy poured from the wound like a spigot, flooding the balcony. Lexi flew backwards, buffeted by the wind. Only quick thinking from Lakshmi kept the enchanted book from sailing off the balcony and over the city. I barely noticed - I was too focused on the bubble.

The energy was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. It was every color at once and no color, assaulting the senses as it dissipated into the air. What is this?
 I asked myself, holding Lightslayer before me defensively. It’s a time bubble, so...is this Time Magic? Does such a thing exist in the Eight Realms?


As quickly as I thought it, the bubble burst. Drained of its magic, the aura surrounding the Angerborn
 faded and the airship began moving forward in time along with the rest of the Realm. I could just barely see the athletic form of Necessity standing on the bridge, one hand on the ship’s massive helm.

My Mistress of War blinked rapidly, like someone startled from a trance. “Wh...what!? Mariah, where did that portal take us?”

A moment later, my heart leapt into my throat. Mariah 
Antaera, the gorgeous succubus who bore the title of First of the Corrupt, soared into the sky above the Angerborn.
 Her face cycled through worry, shock and amazement as she scanned the horizon around her, her wings flapping in the chill air.

“Bring Craig up from belowdecks!” she yelled, dropping to the bridge next to Necessity. “Make sure our Lord is safe - we may be under attack!”

“Hey!” I cupped my hand around my mouth and yelled. “Your Lord is down here!”

In a flash, there were a dozen heads peeking over the side of the Angerborn.
 I recognized Necessity, Mariah, Eri...several high-ranking Virago Shieldmaidens among them. The fist that had been clenched around my heart since Chloe’s betrayal finally let go. My wives. My harem. They were safe.

“My Lord!?” Mariah took a flying leap over the side of the airship. She landed smoothly on the balcony next to me, her jaw wide open. “What are you doing off the ship? Where are we?” She glanced over my shoulder, her eyes lighting up flirtatiously at the sight of Lakshmi. “Who is that
…?”

“There’s a lot to explain,” I said, glancing up at the ship. “I am so, so
 happy to see you again, Mariah! I thought I’d lost you all forever!”

A sympathetic expression filled the succubus’ face. “Why, my Lord! We were here all along! We’ll never leave you!” She looked around as if she still didn’t quite believe we weren’t home in Thessalia. “It’s been a lot longer than thirty seconds since we flew through that portal, hasn’t it?”

I started to laugh. “Yeah. You’ve been in that bubble for a while.”

The succubus nodded. “Tell me what to do, my Lord. You 
know better than me - I’m at your command.”

The relief that flooded me at those words was so sweet I nearly dropped to my knees. Instead I grinned, motioned for Necessity to throw down the gangplank and pointed over the city.

“We’ve got to take off,” I said, watching the heavy plank of wood hit the balcony. “Then we’ve got to kill that big lightning bird over there. Long story - I made a couple promises to a couple people.”

Mariah grinned from ear-to-ear. She lived for shit like this. “Yes, my Lord!”

“Oh, and if Chastity is still on board - slit her throat for me, would you?” I pushed Lexi into the succubus’ arms. “She’s not who she says she is! She’s working for Gabrielle!”

Mariah followed me up the gangplank, listening intently to Lexi. “Yes...uh huh. Wait. You and my Lord did what!?”


I laughed as I jumped onto the Angerborn,
 home at last. Same old harem,
 I thought, shaking my head at the story Lexi must be telling Mariah. Let’s bring that fucking bird down.







Chapter Fifteen









After so long away, stepping onto the Angerborn
 felt like coming home. I strode across the deck, ignoring the shocked faces of the crew, and took the short flight of steps leading to the bridge two at a time. Necessity stood at the helm, one hand on her hip and the other on the massive wheel, watching me with a raised eyebrow.

“Hi, honey,” I said, planting a kiss on her cheek. “Get us in the air, would you? We’ve got a monster to kill.”

Whatever spell had kept the entire airship crew quiet was broken by those words. Shieldmaidens shouted questions, even as they tugged at the rigging and prepared the airship for takeoff. A flurry of activity at the stairs to the lower deck caught my eye. Three figures walked towards me, the sea of crewmembers parting for them on both sides.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. A broad smile spread across my face. “Up here!”

Eri, Serenity and Sasha made their way up the stairs. Eri the slime girl reached the upper level first, leaving a trail of dissolving pink goo behind her as she ascended. She took one look at me and threw her arms around my body, squeezing so tight the world darkened for a moment.

“What the fuck
 
is going on, dude?” the slime girl gasped. Before I could answer, she kissed me as hard as she could.

“I missed you,” I growled, reaching down to her ass and grabbing a handful. My fingers sank into her semi-solid flesh, gripping it tight. “All of you. It’s been a long time, Eri...”

She broke the kiss with a squeal. “Not for me,” she said, shaking her head. “We left you, like, five minutes ago, Craig. What the hell have you gotten us into now?”

“I’ll explain when we have more time,” I assured her. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

“Always,” she purred, her eyes glinting. “But you’ve got a lot of explaining to do, dude!”

Behind her were two women who weren’t my wives, but knew me intimately. One knelt on the top step, waiting submissively for me to give her orders. Serenity, the former Queen of the Virago Shieldmaidens - now my twisted, corrupted plaything. I’d gone further breaking her after my conquest of her Realm than with my other subjects; as a result, the Queen was little more than a vessel for my desires. Her telepathic link to the rest of the Virago Shieldmaidens kept them all in line, so I brought her with me everywhere.

“Master,” Serenity said simply, beaming up at me. She had on about a postage stamp’s worth of clothing, her lush curves completely on display. “The Shieldmaidens are performing your will. The ship will be ready to depart soon.”

“Good girl,” I said, stroking the side of her face. Serenity whimpered like a contented cat, sucking on my middle finger as if she wanted to remind me of the things she could do with her mouth. I planned on taking full advantage of those powers later.

It was the third member of the group who had the hardest expression. It was Sasha, the woman who’d been recently promoted to the position of my Chief Engineer. Only she’d been in charge of the Ragnarok,
 not the Angerborn.
 Our airship had been destroyed by Chloe’s sabotage, exploding mid-air during the fight with Gabrielle.

Still her eyes sparkled with the deep green of the Gaze. While Eri had never needed it to become my wife, and Serenity had been consumed by it, this woman had actually asked
 to become my Follower. She liked power, and she liked building weapons that would make the Eight Realms shake. Becoming one of my women had given her exactly what she wanted.

It also turned her from a woman who only enjoyed pussy to a more ‘equal-opportunity’ slut. Her style of dress changed to match - from strait-laced to ‘slutty goth OnlyFans girl’ the moment the Gaze touched her. I was looking forward to getting to know her better.

“You killed my ship,” she said by way of greeting. “That is, I’m assuming it didn’t make it out of Skye?”

Still hugging Eri, I shook my head. “Totally trashed, I’m afraid.”

Sasha sighed. “I suppose
 I’ll just have to make do with this one,” she said with a sigh. For a moment, she held that pissed-off expression - then her face cracked in a grin. “I’m just kidding, Craig. I have a million
 questions for you! What the fuck happened on Skye?”

“Yeah, why are we in the middle of a battle?” Eri asked.

Laughing, I turned to Necessity. The elven warrior stood like something out of a painting, smiling at me. “I suppose you’ve got questions too, wife?”

Necessity shook her head. “Husband,” she said, pointing at me. Then that finger pointed at the Jujak. “Enemy

.” As if completing the sentence, she drew one of her twin swords. “I’m cool.”

“Wonderful!” I let the group hug go on a bit longer, then took the wheel. I was more than ready to take the fight to the Jujak…

“Wait a second,” I said, glancing around the upper deck. “We’re missing someone. Where’s Kyoko?”

I’d half-expected my catgirl wife to be the first one to pounce on me, as a matter of fact. She was always the most physically affectionate of my Followers outside of the bedroom.

Eri and Necessity shared a significant glance. “She’s downstairs,” the slime girl said, biting her bottom lip. “Throwing up.”

“Throwing up?” My eyebrows furrowed together. “She’s never been airsick before, has she?”

Necessity shook her head, her face struggling to stay neutral. “She’s been afflicted by some strange illness,” the elven warrior said, trying not to smile. “It seems to strike her particularly hard in the mornings, husband.”

Oh. Oh
.

“Holy shit,” I said, my mouth dropping open. “You’re...you’re kidding?”

Both women smiled. Behind them, even Sasha got in on the action. “We weren’t planning on telling you until things settled down,” Necessity explained. “But I’m beginning to think things will never
 settle while we’re with you, husband.”

I pulled all three women into a tight embrace. “I’m so fucking happy,” I told them. “This is wonderful
 news! I can’t believe 
it...she’s pregnant!”

Pregnant. Kyoko was pregnant. I had wondered how long it would take for my wives to start getting knocked up. We had sex pretty often, and none of us bothered with protection. In fact, I’d learned pretty early the Eight Realms had never even heard
 of condoms. There was some root you could brew in a tea that would prevent pregnancy, and I knew Mariah gave it to a few of my harem girls who weren’t ready or were just unsuitable for the full wife treatment. Or girls like Chastity who were just looking for a fun fling…

Thinking of Chastity sent a spike of ice into my guts. “Send guards below decks,” I said, stiffening. “Chastity isn’t
 Chastity! She’s one of Gabrielle’s lieutenants in disguise - she stabbed me and threw me off the Angerborn
. Shit, she could be headed for Kyoko right now-”

Necessity eased my worries. “I have already done so, husband,” the warrior said with a nod. “There are a half-dozen of my most trusted Shieldmaidens guarding Kyoko.” A faint smile tugged at her mouth. “I would never let a fellow wife come to harm.”

As if summoned by my thought, a Virago came bounding from beneath decks. “Necessity!” the woman yelled.

My Mistress of War snapped to attention. “Report,” she said, leaning over the bridge.

The woman was panting, a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead. She’d been working hard. “She’s gone,” the guard said. “We’ve searched every hiding place on the ship. There’s no sign of Chastity.”

This answer seemed to satisfy Necessity. “Thank you. Stay at your stations and keep watch for anything out of the ordinary.”

The woman laughed. “All
 
of this is out of the ordinary, Mistress!”

“Fair enough.” Necessity turned and yelled at a handful of Shieldmaidens along the aft section of the ship. “Get that chain off of the ship! We needed to be in the air five minutes ago!”

The Virago continued to work, until a grinding noise filled the air. The chain fell away from the ship and the Angerborn
 rose rapidly from the balcony, its engines roaring to life as lift pulled us away from the central tower.

The Jujak still hadn’t noticed us. It was in the middle of shelling a neighborhood with lightning attacks. A few soldiers stood their ground, pelting the beast with arrows from strange, handheld crossbow-like devices. From the way it was going, they weren’t going to last long.

“Aim for the Jujak,” I commanded, pointing at the giant bird. “We have to get its attention. Focus its attacks on us
, instead of these people!”

Necessity nodded, then did something with her eyes. A tingle rolled down my back as I felt the tell-tale fingers of a scan washing over me. “You’ve been busy,” the warrior said, checking out my new stats. “You’ve claimed a daemon as well, husband?”

“Yeah. You’re all level one right now - I wouldn’t recommend trying anything too fancy!” I was going to have to focus on bringing the Jujak down myself. I still wasn’t sure how that was going to work.

The warrior sidled a little closer. “What kind
 of daemon is it?” she asked, badly feigning nonchalance. “Probably a nasty, gross one, right?”

I grinned and kissed Necessity, giving her a little grope on top 
of that. It hadn’t been long for her, but it felt like ages for me. “Her name’s Lakshmi,” I said with a little nod, “and you’re going to love her. She does this dance that’s out of this world…”

“Forget the daemon!” Mariah landed on the deck next to Necessity and I. The other women had retreated to their stations, but there was no ordering the First of the Corrupt to be anywhere other than where she wanted. “Craig fucked this book!”

The succubus held up Lexi, who was looking as awkward as an enchanted tome possibly could. “Um, hi,” she said, gently rifling through her pages.

Necessity turned to me. “You have been very
 busy,” she surmised.

I looked from one woman to the other, unable to form a response. “The Jujak,” I sputtered, pointing at the giant bird. “Can we focus on that for now, please!?”

Mariah gave me a wide, toothy grin. “Of course, my Lord,” she said, giving my butt a pinch. “This book told me you’re very good at writing naughty words, by the way?”

Necessity’s eyebrows rose. “Is he, now?”

“Apparently he wrote a whole story on this one’s pages,” the succubus giggled, flipping through Lexi. “With spankings and everything! I’ve love for you to read it to me sometime, my Lord,” she added.

“Perhaps Mariah and I could act it out for you!” Necessity said brightly. “That would be fun...”

I shook my head, baffled. “It’s been weeks for me, and five minutes
 for you,” I said. “And yet I’m focused on the monster, while you’re
 the ones who can’t stop thinking about sex?”

The airship banked in a tight arc, picking up speed. The Jujak’s broad head turned, seeing us for the first time. For a moment curiosity lit up its beady eyes - then it recognized me. The beak opened, and another one of those glass-shattering shrieks erupted from its maw.

“Good Gods!” Necessity yelled, throwing her hands to her ears. “What manner of creature is this thing!?”

“A Legendary Daemon!” I yelled over the din. It was a struggle to remain upright - my fingers dug into the wheel, knuckles going white. “Gabrielle pledged to destroy it!”

“Why has she not done so?” Mariah yelled. My First had chosen to use me
 to keep her balance, a decision I didn’t mind in the least.

“I don’t know,” I growled. “None of this makes sense. You were here, but she’s not - and neither is Chloe. But I’m not about to let an opportunity go to waste.” I gave both of the women a commanding glance. “We kill that beast, and Gabrielle’s city is ours.”

Both of them snapped to attention. “Tell us what to do,” Mariah said, slipping into her role as my First like it was the most natural thing in the world. How do we bring it down, my Lord?”

That was the problem - I wasn’t sure. “We have to guide it to the tower,” I said, pointing at the black finger behind us. “We get it over there, it’ll absorb the bird’s lightning attacks. That should put us on equal footing.”

We just had to hope it didn’t blow the Angerborn
 apart on the way there.






Chapter Sixteen









As the Jujak continued to roar at us, Mariah nodded. “Make it angry. Understood.”

And before I could stop her, the succubus took off into the night.

“Hey, wait!” I shouted, grabbing at the empty air. “You’re Level One, Mariah! You can’t go toe-to-toe with that thing!”

“I have no intention
 of going toe-to-toe with it,” the succubus howled as she flew. “Weren’t you the one who taught me to never get into a fair fight, Master?”


Actually,
 I thought, I’m pretty sure you’re the one who taught me.
 I didn’t question it - just watched the show. The First of the Corrupt unleashed was a fearsome thing indeed.

Mariah soared through the air with balletic grace, laughing as she flew like she’d been born for this. As she dove towards the Jujak, taunting it into an attack, I remembered the woman she’d been when I first met her. Scarred, insecure, angry at the world for abandoning her. Even after my magic gave her a beautiful, demonic body, she’d struggled to adjust.

There wasn’t a trace of that woman left inside her now. The family we’d built had transformed Mariah in ways my magic 
never could. She shot off a fireball over her shoulder as the Jujak pounced, doing a pitiful amount of damage but partially blinding it. The beast’s strike missed her by a dozen yards, filling the air with bolts of lightning that went nowhere. Mariah was already booking it back towards the Angerborn,
 pumping her wings double-time.

She landed in a graceful roll, coming up next to me. “I haven’t had that much fun in ages,” she said. I could see in her eyes her train of thought wasn’t all that much different from my own.


God, I love her
, I thought, putting a hand against her cheek. If there hadn’t been a flying monster bearing down on us, I’d have thrown her over the wheel and fucked her brains out right then and there.

The Jujak’s mouth opened for another one of those ear-splitting roars, but we’d already left it in the dust. A strangled cry escaped its lips, like it had just realized we were out of range, then it narrowed its wings and dived.

“Shit, it’s gaining on us!” Necessity gripped the wheel with both hands, aiming the airship directly at the tower. “Now might be a good time to slow that beast down, husband!”

I watched the monster approach, an awful feeling in my gut. I reached for Lightslayer, the cold hilt around my fingers helping me brace myself. “Mariah,” I said, squaring my shoulders. “Remember sneaking onto Serena Bright’s airship?

The succubus had carried me through the night sky, allowing both of us to slip onto the enemy ship unnoticed. Mariah gave me a fierce look, letting me know she remembered it just as well as I did. She came up behind me, her claws digging gently into my shoulders.

“Master!” Lexi vibrated in the succubus’ arms. “Master, listen to me!”

“Hand her to me,” I commanded, taking the book from Mariah. “Lexi - what’s wrong?”

The book was more excited than I’d ever seen her. “Master, you need to take me with you!”

I glanced from Lexi’s cover to the Jujak. The bird was gaining on us rapidly, its wings tucked in low to give it a bullet-like appearance. It was losing altitude in exchange for that level of speed, but that wouldn’t matter if it caught up to us before we reached the tower.

The thought of trying to carry Lexi and Lightslayer at the same time was too ridiculous. No way.

“I can’t hold you and swing my sword at the same time,” I told Lexi. “Don’t worry, Necessity will take care of you-”

“You’re not listening!” Lexi was practically humming with excitement. “You don’t need your sword! You just need me!”

“Explain.”

Lexi arched her cover like a stripper trying to do a handstand. The motion drew my attention to the Jujak’s broad, flat head. “Look at it! Watch for the lightning, Master!”

I had no idea what she was talking about. Then, suddenly, I did. A static burst crackled from the Jujak’s feathers, sending the crowd that had gathered to watch the fight running for cover. Just like Lexi told me, I watched the Jujak’s head while the electricity crackled through it.

There was a glyph on the top of the Jujak’s head. I’d played more than enough video games to know the big glowing weak spot on the boss monster was where you hit it for massive damage. It was only visible for a moment, right as the beast discharged its lightning. Still, those few seconds would be enough.

“What can you do to it if I get you up there?” I yelled. Mariah’s claws already tugged at my robes. The succubus was eager to get in the air. “You can kill it?”

“Oh no,” Lexi said defiantly. “I can do way
 better than that!”

Mariah’s wings beat against the current, giving us lift. The Angerborn
 fell away beneath us as we rose into the air, soaring above its wake. We weren’t moving nearly as fast as its engines, so the massive airship began gaining on us almost immediately. The Jujak loomed in our view, its great beak opening to produce another one of those horrible, magically-enhanced screams.

From this close, one of those screams would tear us to ribbons. Mariah was soaring upwards with all her strength, but she wasn’t moving fast enough. We wouldn’t get over the beast - it was going to slam right into us.

“Hut!” Mariah yelled. The pressure of her claws on my shoulders eased as the world tipped. She’d thrown
 me through the air, right at the Jujak!

The bird hadn’t expected it. It drew itself up short, the razor-sharp beak snapping at Lexi and I as we passed. The attack was too slow. I landed in a sea of feathers, the Jujak’s body tensing beneath me as it felt my weight settle onto its back.


She threw me onto it,
 I realized, dazed. Holy shit I’m riding the Jujak!


The Jujak was not pleased. The muscles of its back rippled as it tried to throw me off, shaking back and forth like a bucking bronco. Another one of those bone-rattling screams left its throat, but as we were behind it, it was little more than a yell.

“Hold on!” Lexi screamed, pressed against my chest. “It’s going to turn!”

The Jujak’s back went vertical. It was all I could do to keep from falling - feathers slipped through my fingers as I held on tight, my legs giving way beneath me. If Lexi hadn’t been pinned between me and the bird, she’d have fallen all the way to the city streets.

Angered that its turn hadn’t shaken us, the Jujak banked into a long, slow dive. Gabrielle’s fortress loomed large in front of the bird, filling my vision, and for a moment hope surged within my chest. Once we were close to the fortress, the Jujak could fire off all the electricity it wanted - the tower would absorb it all.

Then I saw the Angerborn
 dead ahead. The Jujak had it in its sights, its claws crackling with electrical power. They weren’t close enough to the tower to receive its protection.

My wives were going to be blown right out of the sky.

I had to reach that glyph on the Jujak’s head. It was the only way. Grunting with effort, I kicked against the bird’s back until I found enough purchase to kick upwards. Lexi groaned as we shifted across the vertical surface, crawling crabwise across a wall of feathers. Every move brought sizzling static, until I could feel my hair standing up on end.


Just a little further,
 I thought, grabbing a handful of feathers and tugging myself along the neck. Gonna sink this blade right into your weak spot, you big dumb bird. I bet you taste like chicken!


As the Jujak roared in triumph, I found myself staring down into the glyph. It crackled faintly with energy, not yet filled with the energy of the bird’s attack. I reached for my sword - and that’s when Lexi made her move.

The book fell from my arms and landed face down on the glyph. “Hang onto me!” Lexi shrieked, her pages crackling with energy of their own. “Channel everything you’ve got into the bird and do not let go!

”


That I can do,
 I thought grimly. Pinning Lexi against the glyph with my stomach, I grabbed either side of the bird’s head with my hands and cast the darkness spell Lakshmi taught me. Tendrils of thick black magic erupted from my fingers, wrapping themselves around the Jujak’s face and beak. It struggled, another one of these shrieks erupting half-muffled from its closed beak as it tried to free itself from the spell.

It was like throwing a lasso around a fucking hurricane. I held on for dear life, straining to stay upright without losing control of the churning magic within me. The Jujak was much too strong. My Lower Realm powers could weaken it, but couldn’t hope to contain it. It was going to break free.

“No!” I screamed, tugging on the reins of darkness. The Jujak reared upwards with a scream like an angry thoroughbred. I refused to watch my harem die in front of me while I watched helplessly. I would not
 let this bird get away!

“Just a little more,” Lexi said. The book sounded like it was speaking from a million miles away. “I’m almost there, Master! Just a...little...longer…”

The bird bucked and thrashed, nearly slipping the lasso of darkness I’d thrown around its neck. Another shake like that and it would be completely free. “Go faster!” I yelled towards the Angerborn,
 watching it loom larger and larger in my vision. I smelled the ozone of a charging electrical attack and growled with anger. I would not watch the ship get torn apart. I would not!


“Got it!” Lexi yelled triumphantly. “Hang on, Master! This part’s going to suck!”

I opened my mouth to ask what she meant, but no sound came out. Just as the Jujak’s feathers alighted with electrical energy, 
a burst spilled from between Lexi’s covers. I could feel the Jujak tense as the book’s power infiltrated it, doing...I wasn’t sure what, exactly. But something
.

Otherwise it wouldn’t be screaming like that.

The bird shot upwards, ignoring the Angerborn
 as it used every ounce of energy it had to shake Lexi and me from its back. The rush of relief I felt at seeing the bird turn away from my wives turned to panic as we went vertical. I had to hold Lexi against the bird as long as that light spilled from her - I just had to. I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know whatever she was doing was working: both hurting it and pissing it off.

Then the light enveloped it completely, and it was gone.

In an instant, I went from clinging desperately to the Jujak’s back to plunging through the sky. Night City spun in my vision, Lexi pressed against my chest as we fell. Cold air rushed past us on both sides, flapping the fabric of my robe.

“Uh, Lexi? Where the fuck did the bird go!?”

The book laughed madly as we plummeted, her voice somewhere between the thrill of victory and total insanity. “It worked!” she screamed, burying her pages against my neck as the ground came closer. “I can’t believe it worked!”


If your plan was to make us fall to our deaths,
 I thought, then mission accomplished!


The crowd that had gathered to watch me fight the Jujak screamed in horror at the sight of us falling. I could see them pointing, yelling, with the same confused questions on their tongues that were on mine. Had she killed the Jujak? I scanned the sky for it. Before I hit the ground, I wanted to know
 we’d taken that fucker down.

Something shot around my waist, and our fall slowed. When I looked up, the Angerborn
 
flew just overhead. The airship descended through the sky, moving quickly enough to keep the rope net they’d thrown overboard from breaking my bones. There was a wrenching, jerking motion as my body veered from pointing straight down to going right-side up, and Lexi fell out of my arms. The book let out a yelp, then relaxed as the ropes drew taut around the both of us.

A head peeked over the side of the airship. It was Eri.

“You okay down there, Craig?” my wife asked, her pink face split in a pinker smile.

I still couldn’t believe what had just happened. “I’m...I’m alright,” I said, shifting my weight. There was something missing, and it took me a second to realize what it was. “I dropped Lightslayer!”

“More like that bird shook it off you,” Eri said wryly. “We’ll have our new troops comb the streets for it.” She laughed. “That was the craziest damn thing I’ve ever seen, Craig - even for you!”

“I know!” I turned from Eri to Lexi. “Where the hell is the Jujak? Did you blow it up or something?” If so, then why had there been no explosion? It had just...disappeared…

My jaw dropped open.

“Master,” Lexi said, purring like a cat with an entire dairy farm’s worth of cream. “I have a Legendary Daemon
 inside of me. We just added the Jujak to your roster!”

You could have knocked me over with a feather. The Jujak was the most monstrous thing I’d ever faced - yet now it was on my side? I couldn’t even imagine something so big and powerful tucked inside of Lexi’s tight little pages.

“Are you saying that thing has to serve
 me now?” My hand 
rubbed the stubble at my chin. A weapon like that would be powerful indeed - if it could be controlled.

Lexi blushed. “No one’s ever successfully captured a Legendary Daemon before. Even Gabrielle failed at it and had to kill the other three instead.” She seemed a little bashful on this point. “I have no idea if we’d actually be able to give it commands or not. Under the circumstances, I think it would probably be best to keep it inside me for the time being.”

“Agreed,” I said. Testing my new daemon could wait until later - much later. Something else was bothering me.“Why has no one else captured one, Lex?”

“Most people use wrist-mounted storage devices to hold their Daemons,” Lexi confessed. “Either that or cell phones. Devices like that aren’t powerful enough to cage a Legendary Daemon like the Jujak - but I am. Semiramis made me that way.”

The thought of the goddesskin sent a spike of lust through me. Careful, Craig,
 I told myself.

“I see,” I mused. “I’m going to have to have a chat with your Mistress sooner or later, Lexi…”

As cheers erupted from both above and below me, I knew it could wait. My wives were practically dancing on board the Angerborn
, and the crowd below in the streets of Night City were just as stunned. I’d saved them all. I’d brought peace and justice to Gabrielle’s capital when she herself refused to.


This is my city now,
 I thought, grinning. If Gabrielle wants it back, she’s going to have to ask nicely for it.







Chapter Seventeen









‘Wives Only!’

The sign hung from a large wooden door, pinned to the front with a slender silver dagger. The words were written in broad brushstrokes, in handwriting I recognized as Eri’s. She would do something like that,
 I thought with a smirk.

The hallway was dimly lit, carved right out of the stone. This far beneath Gabrielle’s fortress, the air should have been cool and damp - which made the warm, lush atmosphere feel even stranger. It still felt strange to be beneath
 the fortress at all. My palace at Thessalia didn’t have vast underground caverns like Gabrielle’s tower. The builders had valued height and elegance.


Although it makes sense,
 I said, knocking on the door. How many times has the ruler of this Realm had to cower down here while Legendary Daemons raged over their heads?


I didn’t really do
 cowering. Apparently, I what I was about to do was celebrating
.

A few minutes ago I’d been out on the street, supervising the clean up of Night City after the Jujak attack. I’d been thinking in terms of bushels of grain and tonnes of stone, reclaimed buildings and survivors pulled from the rubble. When a runner 
arrived to tell me my wives needed me back at the tower, at first I’d thought something was wrong.

There was laughter on the other side of the door. “Come in,” a musical female voice intoned. “We’re just getting comfortable…”

I laughed and shook my head as I opened the door. And walked into a scene out of every man’s deepest fantasies.

The room was circular, a tall ridge of stone forming a long bench around the wall. The center sloped downwards in a series of steps, leading to a bubbling pool of frothy, steaming water. The air in here was even thicker with heat than the hallway, as humid as a jungle. Heated tubes beneath Gabrielle’s fortress kept the water down here hot, while magical devices provided pressurized jets to keep the shallow pool swirling in a circle.

A whirlpool. Appropriate, considering we were in the Realm of Vortex.

Three of my four wives were already in the hot tub, their laughs and giggles stilling as they turned pleased expressions on me. From the number of empty champagne bottles around the lip of the tub, they were all clearly three sheets to the wind. Except for Kyoko, who had a large bottle of water next to her side of the hot tub.

My slime girl Eri lounged next to the tub, propped up on one elbow. In this room everyone was naked, though she had a small white hand towel over her pink thighs. When she saw me she tugged it away and rose to her hands and knees, letting out something between a pleased squeal and a growl.

Kyoko threw her hands in the air and stood up. The water retreated to the waist, leaving her large, furry breasts exposed. “Master! Come get in the hot tub!”

I surveyed my wives, grinning from ear-to-ear. 
Four beautiful, drunk women in a hot tub,
 I thought, tearing off my shirt. Fuck I’m a lucky guy…


My wives hooted and hollered as I disrobed. None were louder than Mariah, whose expression was even drunker and hornier than the other three women’s. The succubus guided the head of a champagne bottle deep down her throat, drinking in so much that suds cascaded down her full breasts and taut little belly. She leaned over and started making out with Necessity, neither of them showing a hint of shame.

Eri saw me watching. “They are very, very
 drunk,” the slime girl giggled.

“And you’re not?” Taking off my boxers, I stuck one foot into the water. It was almost too hot to take. Perfect. “I mean, I know why Kyoko’s not imbibing…” I froze. “Do we have two
 announcements to make?”

Eri shook her head. “It just doesn’t hit me the same,” she said, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “And knowing me, I’m going to be the last
 wife who gets one of your heirs. Slime girls and humans aren’t exactly incompatible, but half-slimes are extremely rare…”

“I’m looking forward to trying,” I said, settling into the water. There was another bench beneath the surface, so I could sit down, lean back, and have water up to my chest. “Fuck
 that feels amazing.”

It was the signal for all of them to get into it. Mariah and Necessity shot across the water, settling onto the bench on either side of me. Both of them were naked, but they’d also clearly made themselves up for me as much as they could. Their makeup and hair were on point, fancier than I’d seen from them in a long time. I wonder where they found stylists,
 I 
thought.

“Drink, my Lord!” Mariah shoved a new bottle of champagne into my hands. “To victory!”

“To victory,” I agreed, drinking deep. The atmosphere in the underground chamber was so thick I felt drunk off the very first sip. “Wives only
, huh? The rest of the harem’s not going to be too happy about that…”

I heard Eri’s feet on the stone. Without any prompting, the slime girl came around to where I sat, got down on her knees behind me and began massaging my shoulders. Her ability to turn her fingers more or less solid at will helped her out here - it felt amazing
.

“This is our
 playroom,” Eri groaned, leaning over and kissing me as her hands moved to my upper back. “Only girls with rings get hot tub privileges. We all decided.”

“It was unanimous,” Necessity said with a smile. Though she wasn’t quite as intoxicated as my succubus (who I was beginning to suspect was sipping the other wives’ drunkenness along with their sexual tension), she was definitely having a very nice time. “We also decided we get veto power on new wives from now on.”

This pleased me far less. “Are you serious?”

Necessity held her expression for a moment more. Then the eleven warrior collapsed in a fit of giggles. “As if we could stop you,” she said, her hand searching for my cock beneath the water. “You know you always do exactly what you want, husband…”


I do,
 I thought, my gaze traveling from woman to woman. My wives were beautiful, powerful and devoted. My heart swelled with the love I had for them. Beneath the water, something 
else swelled just as much.

“Speaking of which,” I grunted, standing up. Eri had to move backwards to avoid toppling over, and both Necessity and Mariah gave me confused glances.

“Where are you going, Master?” the succubus purred.

“Yes, don’t leave us!” Necessity sounded as plaintive as a powerful warrior like her could. “It was merely a joke, husband…”

I sat back down - this time on the edge of the pool. My feet rested on the bench, and I slid backwards on my elbows, surveying the trio of gorgeous ladies beneath me. My cock, fully engorged, rose from the water. It throbbed gently, and all four women let out identical sighs of pleasure at the sight of it.

“I,” I grunted, guiding Mariah’s mouth to my cock, “have missed you four more than you could imagine. I know it hasn’t been long for any of you, but trust me - it has been an ordeal
 on my end.”

Right as Mariah’s lips touched the swollen crown of my cock, Necessity smirked. She grabbed the succubus’ head and forced her down on my meat, slamming it balls-deep down the succubus’ slender throat. Mariah gagged gently - then her demonic instincts kicked in. She sucked me hard, her eyes rolling back in her head as Necessity forced her down on me again and again.

“Say no more,” Necessity growled. “We’re here for you, husband. Just tell us how you want us to get you off...”

As Mariah deepthroated my cock, guided harshly by Necessity’s fist in her hair, I could tell every other woman in the room was jealous of the succubus. Eri’s hands picked up the pace on my shoulders, then moved to my chest and back as 
she let out little sighs against my neck. Kyoko took the empty space at my left and clutched at my thigh, beaming up at me with her long eyelashes.

“I’m so happy you made me pregnant, Master,” the catgirl panted. Kyoko had always been a little bit different from the rest of my wives: she was the first person I’d used Corruption Gaze on, not long after coming to the Eight Realms. Back then, I hadn’t realized what kind of power I had - I just knew that a catgirl thief was trying to kill me, and something inside of me held the key to turning her from an enemy into an ally. As a result, she was a bit more tranced-out and hypnotized than the rest of my harem.

What I’d done to the rest of my women with surgical precision had happened to Kyoko with the magical equivalent of a brick to the face. A brick made of pure Corruption with ‘worship Master’
 written all over it in black Sharpie. Her talents as a thief weren’t much compared to Necessity’s might or Mariah’s ability to shoot building-sized fireballs, but the wives had never once made her feel like she was less than the rest of them. And now she was pregnant with my child.

I didn’t like to think of the way I’d used Kyoko’s mind as my own personal playground. But sometimes - like when one wife has her mouth wrapped around my cock while the others cheer her on - it became my hottest, nastiest kink.

I grabbed Kyoko by the chin and pulled her into my lap. The catgirl straddled my left thigh, grinding her shaved pussy against the muscle while Mariah and Necessity took turns sucking my cock.

“I own
 you,” I growled, staring deep into Kyoko’s eyes. The Lower Realms had robbed me of the Gaze, but I didn’t need any magic to overwhelm Kyoko’s will. She’d have gladly begged for it.

“Yes, Master!” Kyoko’s eyes rolled back in her head as she ground herself against my leg, her tongue lolling from her mouth. “I’m so happy you fucked a baby into me! I’m glad it happened when you
 wanted it - and I didn’t have any choice in the matter! I love having you make all my decisions for me, Master! My will belongs to you!”

“You’re my brainwashed little slut,” I growled, kissing her hard. “You love being Master’s knocked-up little fuckdoll, don’t you?”


“Yes!
” Kyoko’s head rocked back on her shoulders as her pussy quivered against my leg. Grinning, I slid two of my fingers into her slit and found her clit, playing with it while Mariah swirled her tongue around my crown. “Master, yes, I’m going to come…!”

A moment later the catgirl’s cries shook the walls as she unraveled. Her inner walls clenched around my fingers, a flood of catgirl-juice coating my leg as her cheeks flushed and her eyes went crossed. Her orgasm triggered something inside of Mariah: the succubus pulled back from my cock, groaning, and embraced Kyoko as the two writhed together in ecstasy. It was one of the hottest fucking things I’d ever seen. Mariah had been so close to the edge that feeling Kyoko cum made her climax with my cock in her mouth.

“Amateurs,” Necessity said, cocking an eyebrow. The elven warrior rose to her full height, one leg on the hot tub’s bench. The water was all the way down to her knees, and every inch of her flawless body was shaved, tanned and spectacular. “Don’t worry, husband. I know how badly you need release after being denied your wives. I won’t stop because some silly little catgirl has a hypnogasm.”

I had to grin at that. As much as my wives always got along outside the bedroom, presenting a unified front to the world, 
they could be remarkably competitive when it was time to have sex. I didn’t mind - if anything, I encouraged it. All of them wanted to be my favorite.

“Come here,” I growled, giving my cock a stroke. A fat bead of precum dribbled from the tip, causing Eri to groan behind me. “Give me that tight little pussy, Necessity. You want me to make you a mommy, too?”

For a moment I thought she was going to impale herself on me and beg for just that. Then the elven warrior shifted her hips, sliding down my thighs, and aimed the head of my cock at a different hole.

“Eventually, yes,” Necessity panted. “Nothing would make me happier than to give you the heirs you so richly deserve, husband. Once the Eight Realms belong to you, it’s at the top of my to-do list...”

I nodded. Her round ass ground against my cock, the shaft disappearing between her cheeks like a hotdog cradled by a thick bun.

“Tonight,” Necessity growled, guiding the head of my cock against her pucker, “I want to give you something you’ve never felt before…”

A low, caveman grunt erupted from my throat. Necessity was giving me her ass! I wasn’t one of those guys who obsessed over taking women through the backdoor, but the illicit thrill of my tip pressing against my wife’s most filthy, forbidden channel made my heart race.

“Fuck, Necessity,” I said, my fingers digging into the firm flesh of her ass. “Oh fuck that’s so hot. Let me all the way in, baby. Take that fucking cock all the way down…”

She milked the moment as long as she could. Her ass slowly 
ground down on me, Necessity’s mouth opening wide as my cock stretched her tight, virgin asshole. Her soft, silky hole gripped me like a vice, the friction so intense that I nearly lost myself inside of her right then and there. Fuck, that felt amazing!

The tenor of my grunts changed as I bottomed out inside of Necessity’s ass. She wiggled her thick rear back and forth as I explored this new channel, my balls slapping against her thighs as I fucked her in earnest. Necessity’s eyes rolled back in her head, grunts of mingled pain and pleasure leaving her throat as I pounded her from behind. Her fingers worked over her clit, stroking the swollen nub as she slammed her hips down on me.

Then Mariah joined her, and suddenly there were two
 wives offering me their assholes.

“Look at that,” the succubus purred, watching jealously as my cock disappeared and reappeared from inside Necessity’s ass. “God, that looks so fucking hot, my Lord. Does that feel good? You like the way that snug little elf ass feels?”

“Yes,” I growled, giving Necessity a spank. The two women shared a look, and suddenly the elven warrior was lifting herself off my cock with a whimper. I groaned with frustration as the tight warmth left my cock - but a moment later, Mariah straddled my thighs and took her place.

My cock plunged inside of her, filling her ass with one smooth stroke. Mariah had clearly been getting herself ready for this while Necessity was giving herself to me - there was less resistance as I went balls-deep inside her perfect, tight asshole. Her long, sinuous tongue lolled around her chin as she watched me fucking her over her shoulder, matching me stroke for stroke.

“There
 
we go,” the succubus growled, her tail flicking at my balls as my cock thrust inside of her ass. “Fucking pound me, Master! Use my tight little ass to get yourself off, I know you want to cum…”

She was so intent on watching me get off that she didn’t notice Necessity come up behind her. The warrior grabbed the demon girl’s hips and slammed
 them down on my cock, sending it even deeper into her tight pucker than I’d gone before. Mariah screamed in pleasure and pain, riding the sensations of all four women in the room at the same time as she rode my cock.

“Good girl,” Necessity said, smirking cruelly. God, those two were never going to set aside their competitive streak, were they? “Show Master how deep you can take his cock. Ride it like a good little whore, succubus. Earn
 that load!”

Of course that set both of them off. Before long they were trading shifts, guiding my cock from one tight asshole to the other as they tried their best to out-slut the other. Wet, slick heat enveloped me as I felt their assholes, their pussies, their long legs and tight slits as they stuck me everywhere I could go. All I could do was hang on for dear life, struggling to hold back my load.

They noticed the effort. “You’re fighting hard,” Necessity growled, twerking all over my cock. “I know
 you need this, husband. Don’t hold back any longer - just shoot all that thick cum deep inside me. Put it where it belongs…!”

“No, put it inside me
!” Mariah practically shoved Necessity out of the way. Only the elven warrior’s legs kept her upright - they were like iron bands around my thighs. “I want it, Master - put it in my wet little pussy! I want you to breed me, just like you bred Kyoko! Don’t you want to see my taut little belly swollen with your heirs, Master…!”


This is too much,
 
I thought, my cock jerking inside of Necessity’s tight channel. Holy fuck I’m going to cum! I’m going to cum so fucking hard…!


Another pair of hands joined Mariah’s, shoving the elf off my cock. Fuck, it looked like Mariah was going to win. I could see her rocking backwards on her hands and knees, her tight slit quivering as she got ready to ram me home…

Something wet and warm wrapped itself around my waist. It slid around to my front, rapidly coalescing into the form of a beautiful pink woman. Eri straddled me, cutting Mariah off so smoothly the succubus literally gasped with shock.

The slime girl impaled herself on my prick, going hard and deep. I wasn’t sure which hole Eri had shoved my cock into - with a creature like her, the distinction was mostly academic. Eri molded her tight channel around me as she bounced up and down in my lap, doing things with her walls that most women could only dream of. Ridges vibrated around my swollen crown, swirling like tongues around my shaft as I thrust harder and deeper into her core.

“I couldn’t take it anymore,” the slime girl gasped against my neck. Eri sounded like she was already halfway up the peak to climax - which was good, because I wasn’t going to last long. “A girl can only sit there and rub your shoulders while you get your dick wet for so long, Craig. I need some fucking cock
!”

It felt like Eri was fucking me
 more than I was fucking her. The slime girl was on the warpath, using her cunt like a weapon. Her inner muscles shifted through half a dozen forms rapidly, sending a dizzying array of pleasureable sensations down my spine. I cried out, my ass leaving the lip of the hot tub as I upthrust into her pussy as hard as I possibly could.

It was too much for her. Eri’s bottom half lost its form, going all gooey and warm as the slime girl lost control. She 
screamed
 at the top of her lungs as she came, Necessity and Mariah caressing her pink tits and making out with her as she rode my cock. My head swam with pleasure as I watched the pornographic sight of three wives pleasuring each other on top of me, laughing and giggling. Then Kyoko joined in, and I knew I was done
.

Eri pulled off me with a wet suction sound, and suddenly there were four heads in my lap. Soft, pillowy lips wrapped around my shaft and balls, caressing them as hot tongues licked, sucked and slurped my prick to the peak.

My four wives shared my cock between them, each doing their whorish best to get me off with their mouths. The pleasure built and built, becoming unbearable as a growl of pure, primal need
 erupted from my throat. It echoed against the walls, met by the knowing laughter of my wives.

“Cum, Master,” Mariah panted, sucking on the head of my dick like it was the world’s best lollipop. “Blow all over us!”

“Give us your load,” Necessity whispered. “Give us every fucking drop!”

“Spray us down,” Eri commanded, pumping my shaft between her pink fingers.

“Make us pretty, Master!” Kyoko added in a giggly, bimbo voice.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. As all four of them knelt before me, the pleasure reached a crescendo and went right into the stratosphere. My wives howled in triumph as the first hot jet of seed erupted from my crown, a vein in the side of my cock pulsing in time with my rapid heartbeat as I shot.

The pleasure was enormous. But the cherry on top was the 
way my wives thrilled at my ejaculation. Mariah praised me, her face against my balls as she milked me dry. Necessity pointed my crown at her face and tits, bathing in my spunk like it was liquid gold. Eri and Kyoko opened their mouths to drink deep of my load, swirling it around in their mouths before sharing a sloppy, slutty cum-kiss.

By the time I was done, I felt utterly drained. My wives had rode me hard and put me away wet. I definitely felt used
, but I didn’t mind. Pleasuring four women was its own reward - even before their tight bodies came into the equation.

I rocked back on my elbows, all the tension and stress draining from my body. A few more spurts of cum oozed from my cock, Mariah’s long tongue slurping it up like it was ice cream.

“Wow,” Necessity said, grinning. There were thick streaks of seed drying on her face and tits. “You came so much, husband!”

“It was awesome,” Eri agreed. She went straight from sharing my load with Kyoko to licking it off Necessity. That slime girl was one hell of a cumslut. “So proud of you, Craig!”

“For saving the city?” I asked, feeling loose and happy. “Or for busting all over the four of you?”

“Porque no los dos?
” Kyoko giggled. “We love you so much, Master.”

“We really do,” Mariah agreed, her tongue embracing my shaft. “Thank you for saving us…”

Someone grabbed my legs and tugged, and I was in the water. Necessity handed me a bottle of champagne and tipped it back, forcing me to drink until the bottle was nearly empty. Then she kissed me, giggled, and sent a splash of water into my face.

“Alright, girls,” my Mistress of War said, grabbing some more booze. “Let’s party until our husband is ready to fuck us again!” She turned a sly expression in my direction. “Just let us know when that is, dear.”

“Yeah - or we’ll find out for ourselves,” Mariah added, rubbing my inner thigh. Eri went back to massaging my shoulders and back, as submissive as if she hadn’t just been riding me like an Amazon.

My wives were loose, chill, and ready to have some fun. I took another draw from the bottle and grinned. This was going to be one hell of a party.






Chapter Eighteen









In retrospect, I should have started searching Gabrielle’s tower for hidden chambers as soon as I moved in. Rebuilding Night City distracted me. It was a delay that nearly cost us everything.

It’s not as if I didn’t have an excuse. Multiple attacks by the Jujak had left the capital city hanging on by a thread. One crisis bled into the next, until nearly a week had passed since Lexi pulled the Legendary Daemon into her pages and helped me save the city from destruction. Once the fires were put out, we’d had to find places to house the survivors. We’d had to make sure there was enough food to eat and clothing to wear.

Most importantly, I’d had to convince the entire city to abandon Gabrielle and start following me.

In that, at least, things were simple. Once Courtney and her cadre of guards defected to my side, it hadn’t taken much effort to bring the bulk of Gabrielle’s shoestring force under my control. Most everyone in Night City had seen me bring down the Jujak. That was more than enough to the civilian population to take a chance on me. I might not have had their undying loyalty as of yet, but I was working on it.

“This one, my Lord,” Courtney yelled, pointing at a large chunk 
of rubble. “We can’t move goods to this section of the city until this obstruction is dealt with.”

I grunted and rolled up my sleeves. Even this far out from the crisis, half the city looked like a pile of debris. Restoring street-level access was important - which meant clearing the half-destroyed buildings the Jujak had left in its wake.

I felt for my Lower Realm magic. “You with me?” I asked, glancing over at Lakshmi.

The beautiful daemon had been my constant companion since coming to Night City. Half my harem were trying to wrap their heads around a follower who slept inside of a talking book at night. The other half were already rolling with it and were trying to get the two of us alone in a room together for a threesome. I’d had to turn down some extremely kinky offers in the middle of repairing the city.

“Of course, Master,” she replied in that sexy accent. “Same as before, yes? Your darkness and my light?”

The two spells were a potent combination when combined. “Absolutely. Let’s do this!”

As Courtney and her guards watched, Lakshmi and I attacked the rubble with our magic. Tendrils of darkness wrapped themselves around the stone, dissolving the solid rock wherever they touched. They drew tighter and tighter as I reached deep within, shredding the outermost layer of rock.

Beneath, the stone began to glow. Beams of light poked out from cracks in the rock, blinding those who didn’t already have their hands up to shield their face. The cracks widened, glowing like a furnace as the chunk of rubble began to vibrate rapidly. It lifted gently off the ground, held up by the tendrils of darkness, the light from within cracking through in a dozen places at once.

“Here it comes,” Lakshmi said with a giggle. She turned to the side and held up a hand, closing the eye nearest the display. “Get ready!”

The rubble exploded. Light poured from it in every direction, Lakshmi’s magic hollowing it out from the inside. The tendrils of darkness wrapped around the burst tightly, capturing the shrapnel before it could fly out and strike the soldiers who’d gathered to watch. There were gasps from the crowd, and someone started to applaud.

As the glow faded I clenched my fist, drawing the tendrils inward. The remains of the rubble collapsed, imploding into a tiny ball of darkness. A moment later even that faded, and the street was clear.

The applause spread throughout the ranks. A few civilians who’d gathered to watch the clearing joined in.


How strange,
 I thought, beaming. It was far from the most spectacular thing I’d done since coming to Realm of Vortex, yet something about the cheers of the people filled me with pride. I caught sight of Lakshmi’s face and knew her expression matched mine - she looked even more pleased than I did.

That pleased look turned into something deeper, and she nibbled her bottom lip. She walked over and slid an arm around my waist. “You’re doing so well,” the daemon whispered, resting her head against my chest. “Do you need a healing spell, Master?”

I shook my head. “I’m doing great. We might get this entire section of the city clear today. Everyone’s pitching in to help-”

Lakshmi’s hand slid between my legs.

“I mean, do you need a healing spell
, Master?” she purred, batting her eyelashes. Her nipples pebbled beneath the clingy, 
skintight fabric of her dress. Men stared at the way the thin fabric stretched over her curves wherever she went - yet she belonged to only me. She was willing to do anything I wanted.

“Mmh,” I grunted, putting a hand on the back of her head. Lakshmi’s eyes widened in shock as I grabbed a handful of her hair. When I did that, it only meant one thing: that I wanted her to drop to her knees and take me in her mouth. “Now that you mention it, I could definitely use a pick-me-up.”

Lakshmi’s eyes flickered from me to the watching crowd. Here?
 she mouthed, her lips moving silently.

Why not? I was the Corruption Lord - I did what I wanted. Courtney’s crew had been leering at Lakshmi all day. There wasn’t a man in the camp who wasn’t going to be stiff tonight thinking of those heavy breasts or that round ass. I’d even seen Courtney herself sneaking a peek at the daemon’s behind while she thought I wasn’t looking.

Why not give them something to really
 fantasize about?

I nodded. Lakshmi dropped smoothly to her knees, eliciting gasps from the crew. I savored Courtney’s shocked expression as the beautiful daemon reached for my belt, drool trickling down her tanned chin. I was going to enjoy this.

Something appeared in the air over Courtney’s head. I blinked, dismissing it as a speck of dust, yet a moment later it was bigger.

“Ah. Damn it.” I gently pushed Lakshmi away with a grunt and refastened my belt. “We’ve got company.”

The daemon looked frustrated at being denied her treat. “Master? Who is…”

Mariah landed a short distance away, kicking up a cloud of dust. The succubus looked worried as she hustled across the 
pavement, her wings flapping against her hips. I got to watch Courtney’s crew almost snap their necks as they turned from one Follower on her knees to another one strutting her stuff. From the looks in their eyes, they found the First of the Corrupt even more delicious than Lakshmi.

“My Lord.” Mariah’s hands went to her knees, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly as she recovered. She gave the sight of Lakshmi on her knees in front of me a surprised look, her face filling with regret at interrupting us. “Forgive me - I came as quickly as I could. You must return with me to the tower immediately.”

The looks of lust turned in an instant to ones of worry. I kept my face carefully neutral, but inside I was nearly as nervous as my audience. Mariah sounded concerned.

“Is she here?” I asked. No one needed to ask who I meant by she
. Every day since conquering Night City, I’d braced myself for an attack by Gabrielle. No one knew what she was up to, and that worried me more than anything else. It made no sense - this was her
 capital. Where was she?

Why had she vanished from the Realm? Why had she left my wives behind, but not her spy?

“It’s not that,” Mariah said, seeing the expression on my face. I relaxed internally. “Eri found something. Something huge.
”

Excitement filled my chest. While we worked in the city, Eri was busy categorizing the records and inventory inside of Gabrielle’s fortress. Being a slime girl had its benefits - namely, the ability to liquify through tiny cracks in the walls and locate hidden passageways. If she’d sent Mariah after me this fast, she must have found something powerful.


The Pearls?
 My excitement boiled over. But no. Gabrielle would never remove those from her side - I know I certainly wouldn’t. An 
artifact weapon, perhaps?


Mariah turned to Lakshmi with a slight nod. My succubus was at the very top of the list of people who’d been trying to set up a threeway with myself and Lakshmi, so the look of regret on the succubus’ face was totally genuine.

“I’m sorry I can’t bring you with me, my lady,” Mariah said with a nod. “This is for Craig’s eyes only.”

What? “Lakshmi is one of my followers,” I told Mariah. “She may not be on the official roster, but she serves me all the same.”

“My Lord, I hardly trust myself
 with this information,” she replied, dropping her voice so that only we could hear her. “I know you like her. I like her, too. But I need you
 underneath of Gabrielle’s fortress, my Lord. Not anyone else.”

I had just opened my mouth to protest when Lakshmi cut me off. “It’s fine, Master,” she said, giving us both that gentle, maternal smile. “The crew still needs assistance clearing the roads. I can surely do more good here than back at the fortress.”

It was an elegant solution that stopped the argument before it could boil over. That was so like Lakshmi it almost hurt.

Mariah nodded. “Gimme those shoulders,” she said, reaching for my back and flapping her wings. “They should be a lot more relaxed now that Eri rubbed them for like an entire night…”

I grinned, remembering the things we’d done in the hot tub. “That was a lot of fun,” I said, waving to Courtney’s crew as Mariah lifted us off the ground.

To my surprise, several members of the crew saluted.

The ground fell away and we were soaring through the air. The plumes of smoke coming from buildings in Night City were almost all gone. Far beneath us, crews of soldiers and civilians worked on rebuilding structures, putting out fires, restoring the streets. It was an impressive effort.

“Are you going to tell me what this thing is that you found?” I asked, craning my neck to see Mariah. “Nobody’s going to hear us way up here!”

The tension in Mariah’s grip increased. “Necessity is guarding it,” she said. She sounded like she was talking to herself. “She won’t let anyone else but us near it. Only the wives. Craig...this could change everything.”

“What is it?” I demanded. Going with my best guess, I added: “a weapon?”

Mariah laughed into the wind. “Of sorts, I suppose. You’ll see, Master. There is...a secret room inside of Gabrielle’s fortress. Had we noticed it sooner, we would have made sure to keep everyone else away.”

I stiffened in her arms. Mariah banked to the side to put distance between us and a building. The tower loomed in the distance, an inky black finger pointing towards a purple sky.

“A room? What’s inside the room?”

Mariah paused. “We cannot enter it,” she said, her tone filling with portent. “You understand what I’m saying, my Lord?”

My stomach dropped in a way that had nothing to do with our descent. There was only one room I knew of in the Eight Realms that I could enter, but my wives were forbidden from stepping into on their own. I’d brought Mariah to the one in Wrathholme when we were searching for clues on how to defeat Queen Serenity of the Virago Shieldmaidens.

“There’s an Inner Choir in Gabrielle’s fortress,” I said. We hit the ground in a rush, kicking up another cloud of dust.

“That’s what it certainly seems like, Master,” Mariah said. She brushed herself off, then smacked the shoulders of my robes with the backs of her hands. “We won’t know until you enter it, of course.”

My mind worked feverishly. The Inner Choir was the most important room in Continent: it allowed me to teleport between every Shrine of Darek in the Eight Realms. I’d used it to escape from the Realm of Skye while the Bright sisters held me captive; it had allowed Mariah and I to outwit Princess Reina and her assassins. Most crucially, mine contained a computer with a message from the previous
 Corruption Lord.

Thanks to the Inner Choir, I knew the Eight Realms were locked into an endless cycle. Darek the Corruption Lord rose up, bound the Virago Shieldmaidens to his power, then conquered seven of the Eight Realms. One hundred and eleven years ago, the previous Corruption Lord had done just that, enslaving the leaders of each Realm and binding their most powerful, beautiful women into his harem.

Then the Great Hero destroyed him.

Breaking the cycle was the only way I could win. I’d searched the Eight Realms desperately for information on the Great Hero and how I could defeat him. So far, the Inner Choir was the only source I’d been able to locate.

Now there was a second
 Choir?

“It makes sense,” I mused, walking up the tall stone steps of Gabrielle’s fortress. Like the rest of the tower, they were made of jet-black obsidian rock, as if they’d been carved out of the side of a volcano. “Lexi said this Realm is a twin of ours.”

“I have noticed that,” the succubus said, holding the door open for me. “This place looks so much like Thessalia in the right light that I get confused sometimes.”

I nodded, checking out Mariah’s ass as she strode into the throne room. The hall was bustling with commotion. Soldiers from Gabrielle’s corps moved with nervous energy - clearly they’d been yelled at by Mariah and Necessity recently about security. They nodded as I passed by, not saluting the way the people out on the street had. Too busy,
 I thought.

“Wait,” I said, stopping in my tracks. “Mariah.”

She paused next to me. “Yes?”

“There is
 no Inner Choir in Thessalia,” I said. My head felt very light all of a sudden. “That room is at the very center of my fortress at Wrathholme. So unless the Virago Shieldmaidens have some secret they’ve been hiding from me all this time, this makes no sense!”

Mariah rubbed her chin. “I doubt the Virago would be able to lie to you, my Lord,” she said, clearly thinking it over. “Perhaps this Realm is not quite as ‘twinned’ to ours as we believed?”

I kept walking. “The rules keep changing on me,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t like it. I came here to stop Gabrielle, and she’s nowhere to be found. Her Realm is a copy of ours - except when it isn’t. Something very strange is going on, Mariah.”

“I agree.” She nibbled her lip nervously. “Maybe you’ll find out more inside the hidden chamber, my Lord. Perhaps it’s not the Inner Choir at all…”

Maybe. But from the way Mariah reacted, I knew that was a small possibility.

Necessity waited for us, a floor beneath the one where we’d 
gotten drunk and partied. This part of the fortress was primarily used for storage: it had a high ceiling buttressed by stone pillars, torches on the walls in intervals. It felt like a warehouse. Piles of barrels rested everywhere, filled with food and other staples. Dimly, I wondered if they had any of that Skye tea I missed.

“Necessity.” I gave the warrior a peck on the cheek. “How’s your ass?”

She grinned. “Wonderful. I am reminded of you every time I walk, husband. It’s like you are inside of me all the time - just the way I’m sure you wish you were.”

“Damn straight.” Emboldened, I reached over and gave her ass a spank. “I know it was ‘Wives Only’, but I wish we’d had Serenity in that hot tub with you.”

That made Necessity raise an eyebrow. “Why? Are we not good enough for you, husband?”

“You’re more
 than good enough,” I assured her with a smirk. “If I’d taken Serenity’s ass along with yours, then every single
 Virago Shieldmaiden would be feeling what you’re feeling today.” The bond between the Queen and her subjects ensured it.

Necessity’s smile spread. “That would be most amusing, husband.”

I examined the small door Necessity was guarding. It was unmemorable in every aspect - little more than a rectangle cut into the wall with a simple keypad lock. It looked exactly like the one I knew so well from Wrathholme.

I sighed. “This looks like it, alright. I’m assuming you both already tried it?”

The two women shared a look. “Each of your wives has 
attempted to gain access,” Necessity said, putting her palm against the lock. It flashed red for a moment, then the words ACCESS DENIED
 flashed curtly across the pad before fading.

“Eri also tried to wedge herself through the cracks,” Mariah said, pointing at the frame. “That’s what made us realize this wasn’t just some storage room, Master.”

“It closed up around her,” Necessity said, hugging herself. “We nearly lost her.”

“Fuck,” I whispered, sizing up the pad. “Alright, well, there’s only one way to find out. Step aside, ladies…”

I put my hand against the pad. A faint pulse of warmth hit my fingers, and the display flashed a bright, brilliant green. The door swished upwards, rolling into the ceiling.

It was open. A rectangle of inky darkness lay before us.

“God damn it,” I said, putting a hand to my forehead. “What the fuck does this mean?”

Both women peered over my shoulders, staring into the gloom. “I think the answers are within, my Lord,” Mariah said after a moment.

“Shall we accompany you inside, husband?”

I could feel the tension in Necessity’s stance. Neither of them wanted me to go in there alone; that was plain. Yet…


There are things they don’t understand,
 I thought. About me, about Earth. Things that would be a major mindfuck for my wives…


I hadn’t let Mariah into the Inner Choir until I’d seen what was inside myself. And she’d never heard the transmission from the previous Corruption Lord - so she didn’t know the truth. None of them knew about the cycle. My wives had no idea of the inner turmoil I went through, or why I was so afraid of the 
Great Hero.

Whatever was in this room, I had to see it first.

“No,” I said, stepping into the hallway. “I have to do this by myself.”

Both women swallowed, but they accepted it. Mariah thought to herself, then held up a claw. “Leave the door open, my Lord,” she purred. “Just in case…”

I thought it over and nodded. “If you don’t hear from me in twenty minutes, come inside,” I commanded them both. “Once I survey the Inner Choir, I’ll be back. Make sure no one else enters, understood?”

They gave me fierce expressions. “Yes, husband,” Necessity said, a hand on her sword.

“Damn straight,” Mariah added.

I grinned, then retreated into the dark hallway. This Realm’s Inner Choir lay within, a treasure trove of secrets. Twenty minutes
, I thought. Once I know there’s nothing in here I want them to see, they can help me search.


What I didn’t know was that twenty minutes later, when Mariah and Necessity kicked the Inner Choir open, they’d find I was already gone.






Chapter Nineteen









“I don’t believe this,” I said, surveying the tiny office. “It’s the same. It’s exactly
 the fucking same!”

The Inner Choir lay at the end of a long, dark hallway. Another small door, a twin of the first, stood at the end, and within that was an office roughly the size of my apartment living room back on Earth. There were a few shelves against the walls, a desk with an ancient computer in the center, and the scrawled rectangle of a door against the far wall.

The vertigo I’d been feeling ever since coming to the Realm of Vortex had never been sharper. When I blinked, it felt like I was standing in the room I knew so well back inside of Wrathholme, back home where I belonged.

Except when I opened my eyes, everything was dustier. Clearly whoever maintained this office was either too lazy or too busy to clean.

As I approached the desk, my heart skipped a beat. There was a skull on the desk, sitting between the computer and a small stack of books like a paperweight. A skull I recognized
.


My Lord is the Master of Corruption - the most evil leader in the Realm of Continent!
 Mariah’s voice echoed in the back of my head. Naturally there should be skulls!


“The next time a cultist kicks the bucket,” I whispered, holding up the skull and examining it, “you have my permission to rip all their bones out. For decorative uses only, of course.”

Words I’d said to Mariah what felt like a lifetime ago. They’d led to one of my cultists becoming this paperweight...

The skull fell from my nerveless fingers, cracking against the floor. This wasn’t just a copy of my Inner Choir. It was
 my Inner Choir!

How? How was this possible!?

My pulse throbbed in my ears as I sat at the desk. A few clicks and I was inside the computer, staring at a flat green menu of options. All of which I recognized.

“This can’t be,” I said. “It just...it can’t
…”


GREETINGS,
 the monitor informed me curtly. WELCOME TO D.A.R.E.K.
 PLEASE STAND BY FOR A MESSAGE FROM YOUR PREDECESSOR…


The same shimmer in the air. The same bright, white lines coalescing on the table top.

The same tiny Darek, wearing the outfit the cultists had dressed me in when I ascended to my post in Wrathholme. I knew the words that were going to come out of his mouth before he even spoke them.

“Hello,” the man said. “If you’re watching this, then it means I’ve failed - and they’ve chosen another. Hopefully you’ve gotten used to the world around you by now, and become familiar with your powers…”

I slammed the video closed, jumping away from the computer like live snakes had just come out of the screen. My shoulders hit the far wall, shaking books on their shelves. My heart 
pounded like a jackhammer; my knees felt like they were made of jelly.

“How!?” My hands went to the sides of my head. I could feel something deep inside of me shaking apart, the world beneath my feet nowhere near as solid as it had been a few moments ago. “This can’t be my office. My office is back on Wrathholme, which is being guarded by my cultists! They’re probably done repairing the walls by now…”

An idea cut through my anxiety. I could go there right now, couldn’t I?

Yes, yes I could. The Inner Choir allowed me to teleport anywhere in the Eight Realms where a Shrine of Darek was located. Wrathholme was basically just one big
 shrine to me, when you thought about it.

I could abandon Vortex. It was a trap, anyway. Gabrielle wasn’t here. I could bring my wives back home, consolidate my power. Forget this strange mirror realm and the horrible feelings it put in the pit of my stomach, ignore the awful conclusion it was trying to lead me to…

My fingers tapped rapidly at the keys. In moments I had the map of the Realm glowing across the desktop. Each of the Shrines were glowing golden dots, showing a teleport point where I could open a portal. There were fewer of them than I remembered from Continent, but perhaps some of them over here had been destroyed.

Either way, I didn’t need the Shrines in this
 Realm. I needed the ones in my own.

A few more keystrokes and the map changed. It flipped over, switching from a topographic view of Vortex to my own home Realm of Continent. I let out a sigh of relief at the recognizable shapes of Vellum, Wrathholme and Thessalia.


Just a quick peek,
 
I said, glancing at the door painted on the wall. Check in with my cultists, see how the repairs are going, then I come back in here and start hunting for information on Gabrielle.


This room couldn’t be exactly the same as mine. Mariah and Necessity would find differences, I just knew it. Three sets of eyes were better than one, after all. I almost cupped a hand around my mouth and called them in.

I froze. As the display zoomed in over Wrathholme, I saw a different point of light on the map. It floated far above the display, almost all the way at the top. Not in the direction of Vortex, in other words.

It moved slightly as I watched, almost pacing back and forth. A single word floated in the air above it: Protagonist
.

My blood turned to ice in my veins.

“Gabrielle,” I whispered, watching the nervous twitching as the ball of light moved this way and that in the air. “Is that you? Does this fucking terminal have a lock on you?”

I had no idea. It could very well have not been Gabrielle - it could have even been a glitch. Something deep inside of me knew it was more important than that. Whatever this was, it was my destiny.

I pushed a button and the glowing ball of light was selected. A few more keystrokes and the wall on the far end of the office blazed to life, the crude outline rippling with magical energy. The scent of ozone filled the air as the portal opened, shimmering in the air and kicking up wind like a screen door open in the middle of a thunderstorm.

Did I dare?

“Master?” The voice came from far away. “Are you alright in there?”

“If you need us, just say so!” That was Necessity, who sounded just as worried as Mariah. Had they heard the portal opening?

I walked up to the door. The edges of the rectangle rippled and crackled with barely suppressed energy, but the center was as black as midnight. There was no way of knowing where this portal led: except for that single word over the glowing teleport point.

It led to the protagonist. I thought I
 was the protagonist. Wasn’t I?

“I’m the villain,” I said, looking down at my green and black robes. “The Corruption Lord. The most evil man in the Eight Realms…”

My hand went to Lightslayer’s hilt. One of Courtney’s men had pulled it out of some rubble and presented it to me shortly after we stopped the Jujak. It was nice having it on my back, even as it’s magic remained stilled.

“Craig?” Mariah sounded more than a little worried now. “We’re coming in there!”


This is my one chance,
 something inside of me whispered. To know the truth. To understand what this office is trying to tell me…


Was I strong enough to take it? To know the things I suspected about this place were more than just my paranoid delusions?

“Master!”

Before I could chicken out, I charged at the portal. A wave of darkness washed over me, ripping the world away, and I was gone.






Chapter Twenty









I stepped through the portal and into the great room of a palace. One glance at the splendor around me was all it took to realize where I’d just landed: Highhold. The Realm of the Gods.

I gasped. This place made every other location I’d been to in my travels look drab in comparison. Everything was gold, from the walls to the pillars to the painted mosaic tiles covering the floor. Golden and gleaming, burnished to an almost eye-searing shine.


Five minutes in this place and Kyoko could steal enough gold to buy a Realm,
 I thought, looking around. Three of the walls were solid stone, gilded and covered in rich tapestries, while the fourth was broken by wide, tall windows. Outside the palace were rolling green hills, lush orchards - and a long, rectangular building with a wooden roof. Statues of the Gods and Goddess stood atop it at intervals, each more beautiful than the next. One in particular caught my eye: that of my wife, Semiramis.

That building had to be the feasting hall in which we’d spoken the last time I was here. Thinking of Semiramis made me reach for my menu. The pale square of light blazed to life in the air next to my head, someone desaturated in the technicolor 
brilliance of the palace. I called up my roster of Followers, already sure of what I was going to see.

The first entry was unscrambled, with Semiramis’s name at the top. As long as I was here, I could see her stats. The goddesskin was my wife - well, the wife of the previous Darek, at least.

Why had I come here? I’d had no idea where the portal inside Gabrielle’s inner sanctum might lead, but I’d expected it to be in a more...terrestrial Realm. Perhaps Semiramis herself could provide some clarity.

Among other things.

A long hallway led from the great room. I followed it, letting my instincts guide me. I’d been in several palaces recently, though none as massive or gaudy as this one. Normally it wasn’t hard to find the throne room - you just had to follow the halls to their largest point. Either that or trail a courtier.

Where were
 the courtiers, anyway? For all its size, the palace was nearly silent. It was impossible to tell what time of day it was - I’d begun to suspect it was always
 a bright, beautiful day in Highhold - but even if the goddesskin were asleep, there should have been more activity than this.

A turn at the next hallway led me down a short flight of stairs to a pantry. There I realized my mistake. I’d assumed everything was normal in Highhold - it wasn’t.

Bodies littered the floor.

I’d walked right into the aftermath of a battle. From the wounds on the corpses at my feet, someone had shredded these people with magic. Powerful
 magic. Most of the dead wore the same golden uniforms I’d seen on Semiramis’s servants, but some were dressed in simpler outfits. Two in 
particular caught my eye, as they stood out like sore thumbs. Both were women of roughly my age, dressed in black tactical gear. One had been stabbed, the other shot.

Gabrielle’s forces. They were here in Highhold. My fists clenched with rage. While I’d been repairing her Realm, protecting her people, she’d been waging war against an entirely different Realm. How could she be so callous…!


She won,
 I thought, retreating from the pantry. There must be ten bodies on the floor for every one her forces lost. So where is she?


It didn’t take long for me to find out. Another few twists and turns and I found myself before a massive pair of double doors, about one-third of the way open. On the other side was a long, rectangular chamber that made the great hall in which I’d entered look sedate.

The throne room. Gabrielle stood at the far end, holding the Black Pearl in one hand and the White in the other. Chloe was by her side, twirling her odd purple knives in her fingers as she watched the figure they both had tied to the throne struggle.

My heart skipped a beat. It was Semiramis.

The corners of my vision went red. I might not have known Semiramis, or even had time to make her mine, but these two had laid their hands
 on one of my wives. No one got to do that without getting severely, epically fucked up
 in return.

I crept closer, using the pillars in the room to hide behind. As I got closer, I heard them speaking.

“I tire of this,” Gabrielle was saying. It was true, she sounded bored as hell. “You and the rest of your overfed aristocracy are done, Semiramis. Tell me where your brother slipped off to, and I’ll make this quick.”

Her brother? I remembered that golden, gleaming man who’d 
stepped into Semiramis’s longhall just as she shoved me through the Realms. Had that truly been the Great Hero, the way I thought? And if so, why was Gabrielle looking for him?

Semiramis shook her head. Her long, dark locks swayed over her shoulders with the motion, and for a moment I wanted her fiercely.

Gabrielle sighed and turned to Chloe. “Again,” the Pirate Queen whispered.

Chloe sprang forward, the twin daggers flashing in the golden light. I tensed, expecting blood, but the strange brunette instead grabbed a handful of Semiramis’s thick hair and dragged the edge of the dagger against it. It fell away in a clump, leaving a big bald patch in the side of the goddesskin’s head.

“Damn you!” Semiramis looked like would’ve preferred to have been cut on. Some of the golden glow around her body faded as Chloe tossed the handful of hair to the floor. “You’re a monster!”

Groaning with irritation, Gabrielle put one leg on the throne. Her boot pinned Semiramis’s leg to the seat, twisting until the goddesskin cried out in pain.

“Where is Japthet?” Gabrielle hissed. “Where is the Aperture!?”

More words I didn’t understand.

“I’m beginning to think those two questions have the same answer,” Gabrielle said, smirking down at the goddesskin. “Stop covering for him. This Realm is lost - it’s mine
 now! Surrender to your new Mistress, or so help me God…”

Gabrielle spent a long time looking over Semiramis’s curves, grinning. Wait - what?

“I’ll use the Pearls to shear every strand of hair from your body,” she decided, the corner of her mouth tugging upward. “And not
 just the hair on top of your head, goddesskin. Although I’m sure you do a perfectly good job down there already…”

As I watched, Chloe came up next to Gabrielle and kissed her. Oh
. So it was like that, then. Chloe was Gabrielle’s Follower, just like women like Mariah and Necessity were my
 Followers. More pieces clicked together in my head, but I ignored the overall picture for now.

“This one looks like she’d be a lot of fun,” Chloe giggled, licking her lips. “We’re going to put that mouth of yours to some good use once you spill your secrets, you beautiful slut…”

Gabrielle shuddered. For just a moment, her eyes flashed the same green color as my magic. She looked as if she might be sick, swaying on her feet. A moment later she shook her head and the glow faded.

Chloe gave her an odd look. “Still?” the brunette whispered.


You’re damn right,
 I thought, gripping the pillar. That shard of Corruption isn’t leaving your Mistress’ brain anytime soon…


“It’s nothing,” Gabrielle said quickly. Too
 quickly. “Cut some more off,” she said, getting back into the swing of it. “Let’s see how long it takes her to wise up and see some reason!”

The realization flooded me as they went back to work. Slowly, my fingers felt for Lightslayer’s hilt - and this time, magic flowed through the bond. I was back in the Upper Realms - which meant I had access to all my high-level magic. Lightslayer was back at its full amplifying strength.

I had the Gaze.

This was my only chance. Gabrielle was practically alone - her troops were probably busy locking up the other godkin and goddesskin of Highhold. Right here, right now, I could finish the job I’d started in the Realm of Skye. I should have gone back through the portal, grabbed my team and brought them with me. No,
 I thought. Gabrielle could be gone by then. I have to do this now…


Why did I continue to sit and watch? This was my only chance to tame Gabrielle.

Because I wanted to hear the rest of what she had to say. I had to know the truth.

“Enough,” Gabrielle said, dismissing Chloe with a gesture. For a moment I thought Chloe was going to leave the hall, which might have let her see me, but she merely relaxed a short distance away from Gabrielle. “Semiramis.”

The goddesskin glanced up, swallowing hard. Most of the golden glow surrounding her had faded now - there were massive patches torn out of her long, lustrous locks. With them gone, she looked more like a mortal woman. A terrified one.

“This is over,” Gabrielle said, almost sounding sympathetic. “Face it, Semiramis. All your Realm are belong to us.”

I winced. A meme
? Really?

“This is your last chance,” she continued. Gabrielle hefted the Black Pearl, tendrils of darkness swirling around the dark orb. “I don’t want to do this, but I will. I will make you hurt. Badly
. Tell me where Japthet fled. Has he gone to the Aperture, Semiramis?”

Semiramis’s lips formed a tight little line. She shook her head defiantly, fiercely.

Gabrielle’s voice rose to a roar. “Has the coward retreated to 
the Eighth Realm!?”

Ropes of darkness wrapped around Semiramis’s limbs, tearing her from the throne. Her gorgeous body was held aloft, struggling feebly in the grip of the Pearl’s unbreakable magic. “Speak, bitch! We’re all waiting!”

Semiramis opened her mouth - and let out a cry almost too high to be heard. A wave of energy rolled across the throne room, severing the threads around her body. A white ball coalesced in her hands, shaping into the form of a book. A book I recognized
.

The Lexicon Octalogius. Although I just called her Lexi
.

“Get me out of here!” Semiramis howled, holding Lexi in front of the two stunned women. “Bring me to him!
 Do it now, you stupid book…!”

Lexi was too stunned to speak. Her cover twitched as she took in her new surroundings, glistening shards of magic dropping from her pages. “Mistress? What have you done-”

Gabrielle struck. Both Pearls exploded in her hand, and Semiramis was slammed back onto the throne. Thick ropes of brilliant white and darkest black lashed her tightly to the chair as Lexi fell from her hands. The book slid across the floor, ignored by both Gabrielle and Chloe.

It came to a stop a few feet away from my hiding place.

“Master?” Lexi glanced up at me weakly, smoke pouring from her pages. “What are you doing here? What am I
 doing here?”

I scooped the book up before Chloe could think of it, and pressed myself against the pillar. I felt the woman turn, scan the throne room behind her, then return her gaze to Semiramis with a shrug.

The room flashed white as the Pearls went to work. Semiramis screamed and screamed, her body torn by Gabrielle’s magic. If I didn’t do something now, she’d be ripped apart at the atomic level.

It was time.

“Stick with me,” I whispered, tucking Lexi under my shoulder. “I’m going to get us out of this.”

I sighed deeply, bracing myself. Then, drawing Lightslayer, I stepped around the corner.

Gabrielle and Chloe were so busy torturing Semiramis that it took them several moments to notice me. It wasn’t until the goddesskin’s screams stopped and she stared over their shoulders, bug-eyed, that both women whirled to face me. Identical looks of shock filled their faces. Chloe drew her daggers in an instant, stepping between me and Gabrielle. But not far enough. I could still see her eyes.

I reached for the Gaze. It was time. “Gabrielle,” I growled, smirking like the greatest villain in the universe, “look at me-”


That’s when Chloe stabbed me in the face.






Chapter Twenty-One









She moved like nothing I’d ever seen before. One moment Chloe stood next to Gabrielle, ready but impassive - the next she was up in my grill, slashing crosswise with one of those strange purple daggers. Pain seared my face like a brand, followed by a warm rush of blood.

I barely got Lightslayer up in time to parry her next attack. The move caused Lexi to slip from beneath my arm, falling to the mosaic tiled floor as the green-and-black blade met the strike from Chloe’s off-hand. Each of us retreated a few steps, sizing the other up.

“You
,” Chloe said, grinning from ear-to-ear. “You were actually stupid enough to come back. Thank the Gods
 for the male ego!”

I snorted blood away from my nose and mouth. “You killed Chastity,” I growled, reaching for the blade’s magic. “You murdered a member of my harem in cold blood.”

Chloe relaxed, slumping to one side. It was a feint, and I knew
 it was a feint - yet still, the sudden twist of her hips nearly sent one of those daggers into my chest. Gripping the blade tighter, I used its magic to increase my speed, whirling away before she could do damage.

“You did what
?” I heard from behind me. Gabrielle sounded 
dumbfounded, but I didn’t believe for an instant she wasn’t aware of Chloe’s crimes. She’d probably signed Chastity’s life away personally. Anything would have been worth it to her to have me killed.

“Coward!” Chloe hissed, striking again and again. Each time the daggers cut nothing but empty air, aiming for the place where I’d already been. Her attacks grew angrier and angrier with each moment, the thrill of battle singing in her veins. “Stop running and fight me, you asshole!”

I laughed as I danced behind a pillar, using it to deflect the next blow. This was a grudge match, to be sure - I wanted revenge against this woman for striking at my harem. I wanted to see her bleed, to beg for her life. To lose
.

I could see the disbelief in her face. Her lips twisted with disgust at how carelessly I was treating her challenge. I simply refused to fight her in a manner that was serious – and it drove her nuts.

Her body filled with rage, and suddenly she leaped
 off the ground, doing a handstand with one hand while swinging her dagger with the other.

The glowing purple tip cut through my robes, but missed my flesh. Barely.

I didn’t strike back - just stuck out my tongue and pirouetted past her. The familiar rush of ‘bad guy’ energy filled my veins as I ran up the steps to the throne, striking out with Lightslayer against the dagger I already knew would be there. Ducking behind the throne for a moment, I grew even more bold. I stepped out from the other side, sword missing, grinning like an idiot.

“I don’t even need Lightslayer to beat you,” I told the furious brunette. “All I have to do is let you fuck everything up-”

A dagger slammed into my chest. Chloe roared in triumph - then gasped as the illusion she’d stabbed dissolved into ashes. Before she could regain her footing I stepped from the other side of the throne and thrust Lightslayer point first into the back of her leg.

The blade slammed through the limb, embedding itself in the stone. Chloe’s scream echoed off the walls as she sank to one knee, looking back at the hideous wound. She reached for Lightslayer, trying to pull it free, and screamed anew when green electricity shot from the blade to singe her hand.

“That,” I growled, dropping to one knee behind her, “is one of my very oldest tricks. Never expected you to fall for it-”

Chloe grunted and swung her dagger, aiming for the same wound she’d opened in the Realm of Skye. An inch before it connected, the blade turned to ice, along with her entire hand and most of her wrist. A whimper left her throat as the hand, now much heavier, slammed against the floor.

I grabbed the other dagger out of her hand. “This is revenge
,” I growled, holding the edge against her throat. “This is for Chastity!”

“I wish I’d killed them all,” Chloe hissed, spitting defiance to the last. “I should have drained them slow, each of them right in front of you while you had to watch-”

“Enough!
”

I was lifted off the floor by a thick rope of light. Gabrielle stood before us, the twin energies of the Pearls swirling around her body as she separated the two of us by force. Lightslayer ripped through what remained of Chloe’s leg as the tendrils lifted her to Gabrielle, staining the tiles with dark blood. The Pirate Queen wrinkled her nose, channeling through the White Pearl. The wound faded in moments. The 
sinews of Chloe’s leg knit themselves back together, reforming as if they’d never been cut.

The ropes around my body twisted. The ground shifted until I was staring up at the floor. Gabrielle’s powers had flipped me upside down, hanging me from the Pearl’s magic as if she’d trussed me up and left me on a hook. I tried to find her eyes, reaching for the Gaze.

“I will not have you murder one of my Followers,” Gabrielle said, brimming with irritation. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, one boot tapping nervously against the tile. “Even if it’s for revenge. You said Chloe did what
 to one of your women, Darek?”

“Come closer,” I said, opening myself fully to the Gaze. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, Gabrielle. I’ll show you your true purpose.”


I’ll give you a hint - it’s on your knees,
 I thought, watching with pride as she leaned in. Worshipping me. Handing me those Pearls and asking me how best you can serve me with that beautiful body…


Gabrielle met my eye. Then she laughed.

“It won’t work,” she said, cocking an eyebrow.


What!?
 I reached for the shard of Corruption in her head, twisting it further against the recesses of her mind. With any other woman, that would filled her brain with such hot, submissive fantasies that she’d have dropped to her knees and started playing with herself like a bimbo fucktoy. Gabrielle seemed completely unmoved.

“Keep honking,” Gabrielle said with a wry smirk. “I’m reloading.”


Huh?
 Nothing this woman said made any sense. “Give in,” I grunted, hissing the words through gritted teeth. “You’re 
nothing before my power, Gabrielle…”

She rose to her full height. “No, Corruption Lord. You’re nothing before my
 power.”

Yet was that a tremble I saw in her hands? Maybe she was more affected by Corruption Gaze than she let on.

“I’m too strong for you to corrupt now,” she said, sounding more sure of herself with every word. “I have the Pearls on my side - the concentrated power of an entire Realm. That’s one of the Eight in my possession, Darek. The other Realms would have to unite in order to bring me down, and Chloe and I spent the last few months making absolutely certain that they won’t.” She smirked over at Chloe, who was still staring at her repaired leg like it belonged to someone else. “They can’t. Even now, my enemies flee. None of them were quite so foolhardy as to try and take the fight to me directly the way you have.”

Damn it! Why wouldn’t she give in? Maybe if I’d had the higher forms of the Gaze that Semiramis had mentioned, it would have been enough. But I’d spent too long in the Lower Realms, separated from my Corruption magic. I’d never had the time to level up fully.

Now that deficit was going to prove fatal.

“You want to be my wife,” I said, giving the Gaze everything I had. “You want to serve me in a group of women, each more beautiful than the last. A sea of heaving breasts and tight pussies, hungry mouths and questing fingers…”

Talking about hot women certainly got Gabrielle’s attention. A flush rose to her cheeks as she turned away, swatting at me with the Pearl’s magic.

“I am no man’s wife,” she said, regaining her composure. “And 
I never will be.”

“What about a woman’s wife?” I shot back. Even staring down the barrel of my own mortality, I couldn’t stop myself from wisecracking.

Gabrielle glanced over at Chloe. The brunette rose to her full height, glancing around for a moment in search of her missing dagger. I watched her discard the thought, twirling the other between her fingers. She stepped from the dais, ignoring the limp, half-unconscious form of Semiramis.

“We have to kill him,” Chloe said firmly. “You
 have to kill him, Mistress.”

Gabrielle looked like she didn’t want to. “Must I really? He’d probably be happy back in his own Realm, with a few mindless sluts to dick down. I don’t have a problem with that - the sorts of women the Corruption Lord associates with probably enjoy it…”

“Kill him!
” Chloe yelled. She motioned at the Pearls, almost commanding Gabrielle to drive a stake of magic through my heart.

Gabrielle looked displeased as she surveyed me. “If it will get this shard out of my head,” she finally said with a sigh, “then perhaps it’s for the best. It is
 quite the annoyance. Much like you, Darek.”

Semiramis moaned against the back of the throne. “Kill,” she muttered, looking from me to Gabrielle and back again. “Kill!”

What? Was she telling me to kill Gabrielle, or asking Gabrielle to kill me
?

“Slaughter him,” Chloe said, getting more into it. “Bring him down now
, Mistress. Do not let him speak again! His tongue is made of lies! He’s the master of deceit - you have to slay him 
now where he stands…”

“Kill,” Semiramis muttered, “Do it!”

Gabrielle stared down at me, a shard of pure white light clutched in her hands. Held that way, it almost resembled a spear. She gave me a look that was almost regretful as she lifted it.

“You’re a villain,” she declared, her lips twisting as she frowned down at me. “Everyone’s telling me to kill you. It’ll be for the good of the Eight Realms.”

Behind her, Semiramis and Chloe continued with their calls for murder. Their voices overlapped, until they seemed to be one person speaking through two bodies. Almost like…

Something clicked in my head. All the things I hadn’t wanted to face - as Gabrielle readied the killing blow, I gave them a good, hard look.


Fuck,
 I thought, wincing. Alright. Let’s do this.


“Have you noticed,” I yelled, raising my voice so it filled the throne room, “how similar they both sound?”

The spear of light paused. Gabrielle’s eyebrows furrowed together, confusion filling her expression. “Similar how?”

“Don’t listen to him, Mistress!” Chloe sounded half-mad with the desire to drown me out. “He’s the Lord of Corruption! He should be put down like a dog!”

“Kill,” Semiramis muttered. “Kill!”

“Like that,” I said, nodding towards both women. “Semiramis is my wife - she’s supposed to be on my
 side. But both of them want you to kill me? That’s strange, don’t you think?”

It was clear Gabrielle hadn’t
 thought of it until I told her. 
“You’re right,” she said, lowering the spear. “Why are you right?”

Chloe shot forward, the dagger held in both her hands. She aimed it for my heart, roaring with grim purpose. A wall of black energy slammed down between her and me, forcing the brunette backwards.

“Oh, will both of you just shut up
,” Gabrielle snapped. Thick weaves of darkness wrapped around both women’s mouths, stifling their cries. “I want to hear this.”

“When I first came to Highhold,” I said, “Semiramis made me swear an oath to her. She made me swear that when the time came, I would kill you instead of trying to turn you to my side. Murder instead of marriage, in other words. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now.”

“She did?” Gabrielle glanced at the goddesskin with new eyes. “You didn’t tell me that, you slut…”

“There’s a lot you haven’t been told,” I said, laughing weakly. “It’s on purpose, I realize now. On both sides of this conflict, the people involved had a vested interest in neither of us ever speaking to each other. It’s freaking them out more than anything else.” A bolt of insight flashed in my brain. “In fact, I’m starting to think Chloe sabotaging my ship was less about killing me - and more about protecting you
.”

Gabrielle stiffened. “Protecting me from what
?”

Chloe screamed beneath her gag, struggling to rise. Semiramis writhed like a banshee beneath her restraints. Neither of them could stop this now. This was a reckoning that had been a long time coming.

"Protecting you from the truth,” I said with a smile. “Ever since I got here, I've been hunting for ways to stop the Great Hero. 
The only thing I've been able to come up with is getting as many allies as possible. Sure, yeah, some of them like to get naked with me and ride my cock - but they all fight beside me. You say the Realms can never be united - but I disagree. That's exactly what I'm here to do." I lifted a hand towards Gabrielle, extending it in friendship. "That’s why they don’t want you talking to me. They don’t want us working together.”

Gabrielle’s face fell, draining of color. “You...you…”

I misinterpreted it. "Look, if you wanna fuck me, you can fuck me. If you don't, I'm not going to be upset. Trust me, Gabrielle, I have more than enough wives. We don’t have to be partners in that way if you don’t want.”

“That’s not what I’m upset about,” she whispered. Her eyes were the size of saucers as she stared down at me. “What do you mean, ever since I got here?
”

A chuckle left my throat. “Since I came to the Eight Realms, Gabrielle. You see, I’m just like you...”

Behind us, the women collapsed to the floor. They’d failed.

“...I’m from Earth.”






Chapter Twenty-Two









Gabrielle wasn’t a resident of the Eight Realms. She hadn’t been born here, lived here, grown into her power the way Queen Serenity or Princess Reina or the Bright Sisters had. She’d come here from Earth. Just like me.

I’d known ever since I saw the skull in the Inner Choir. Since I saw the word protagonist
 floating over a glowing point of light. But I hadn’t wanted to believe it.

Not until now, when it could save us both.

“You...how?” Gabrielle took a step backwards, her jaw hitting the floor. “Where? When?” A mad little laugh spilled from her lips. “Hell, why
?”

I decided to try and answer her questions as well as I could. “I’ m not Darek. My real name is Craig,” I said, meeting her eyes. This time I didn’t bother reaching for the Gaze. “I lived on the East Coast, in America. In 2016 I was flying to the Philippines to train a new overseas call center when the plane I was on crashed over the Pacific.” I swallowed hard, remembering the screams and the carnage. “I thought I was dead. Then this big green portal appeared and some cultists pulled me through it.”

Gabrielle stared at me intensely as I told my story. When I was finally done, she began to nod. “You’re telling the truth,” she 
said, clutching the Pearls against her chest. “Holy shit, you’re telling the truth.”

“I am,” I said.

A faint smile flickered across her face. “I was riding the Shinkansen,” she whispered.

I hadn’t thought anything that could come out of her mouth would shock me, but I was mistaken. “The Japanese bullet train? Damn, I’m a little jealous. That’s totally cool.” I did a double-take. “Wait, the Shinkansen crashed?”

Gabrielle shook her head.

“Thought not. I heard it was supposed to be super safe or something…”

“It is.” Gabrielle glanced to the side, suddenly ashamed. “Unless you want to jump off.”

Both of us stared at each other for a long moment. Turmoil rolled behind Gabrielle’s eyes like a far-off storm, her cheek twitching as she waited for my reaction. What hell had this woman been through?

“I’m glad whatever you tried to do failed,” I said, meaning it. “Willing to bet I’m not the only one, either.”

A flush rose to Gabrielle’s cheeks. “Couldn’t even kill myself right,” she whispered, either unwilling or unable to meet my eye. “It wasn’t a green portal, though. It was a black one - it looked like a big, swirling tornado.”

I couldn’t help myself. “Like a Vortex?
”

Gabrielle rolled her eyes. “It showed up on the ground as I landed, and I fell right through. The next thing I knew there were a bunch of weirdos in black military gear surrounding me, acting like I was some kind of chosen one…”

I understood better than she knew. Her story tripped something inside of me, gave me a flash of insight that sent the hair on the back of my neck standing up. I reached for Lightslayer and drew it.

Gabrielle stiffened. A moment later, when it became clear I wasn’t going to attack her, she relaxed. “Look,” I said, holding out the blade. “This is the sword of the Corruption Lord. The weapon every Darek has held as he conquered the Eight Realms, going back thousands and thousands of years.”


Hundreds of cycles,
 I thought, watching her watch the blade. How many times has this happened?


“I see it,” Gabrielle said. “What am I missing...Craig
?”


First time you’ve called me that,
 I thought with a smirk. Holding out the sword, I twisted it this way and that. “Green and black,” I said, gesturing at the veins of glowing green corruption magic embedded in the obsidian blade. “Green, like my portal. Black, like yours. The colors of the Corruption Lord.”

Both Semiramis and Chloe were writhing like maggots on the floor. They desperately wanted to stop me, but Gabrielle’s magic was holding both of them back. I only wondered how Gabrielle herself was going to take the news.

Gabrielle looked from the sword to me. She looked confused, as if she felt she should understand what I was saying, but didn’t. Or didn’t want to.


“We both favor these colors,” Gabrielle said with a shrug. She barked out a short, forced laugh. “You’re not actually trying to say we’re both
 the Corruption Lord, are you?”

I didn’t say anything. Gabrielle trailed off, then her eyes grew big and wide. “You’re serious.”

“In a manner of speaking.” I rubbed my chin, where a prodigious amount of stubble had flourished in the last few days. I needed a shave when I got back to my wives. Maybe Eri would like to try her hand at being a barber. “I still don't understand why I moved the Inner Choir to Thessalia, though. Maybe Necessity asked me to. Maybe it has something to do with that scroll from Serenity's library. The Virago Shieldmaidens keep trying to get me to go over it with them..."

The air in the throne room thickened. Gabrielle began pacing back and forth, rubbing her shoulders as if the temperature had just dropped. I could feel the anxiety rolling off of her waves, just as it had with me back in the Inner Choir. Fortunately for her, she didn’t have to be alone. Not anymore.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” she muttered, whirling on me with an accusing finger. “They told me about you - you show up once every hundred years or so, do a bunch of villain shit, then get murdered. My Followers...they told me to just ignore you. That you were little more than a natural disaster made flesh…”

I laughed. “You could describe me that way. I feel like it sometimes.”

Gabrielle grabbed my shoulder. Her eyes were wide, face filled with denial. “I’m not
 the Corruption Lord,” she whispered. “You
 are. You’re the bad guy, dammit!”

“Oh, I most definitely am. Have you been to the Inner Choir, Gabrielle?”

The sudden change in topic brought her up short. “Underneath my fortress? Yes. It’s how I got from one Realm to the next. After that, I stole airships from the Brights. Remarkably easy to get around the Eight Realms when you can fly.”

I nodded. “What about the skulls? The weird messages on the computer? Didn’t it strike you as strange that those messages 
were made for someone who wasn’t you?”

“I never really bothered thinking about it,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I’ve been kind of busy if you haven’t noticed…”

“Events in one Realm can affect the other,”
 I quoted, watching her eyes widen in recognition. “Because your Realm and my Realm are ‘twinned’. Except it only works one way, doesn’t it? Changing my Realm changes yours, but not the other way around. Have you figured out why, Gabrielle?”

Chloe somehow managed to hop
 by flexing her stomach muscles, rolling across the floor in fits and starts. She reached Gabrielle’s feet, her cries muffled by the magical gag. Gabrielle scoffed and kicked the woman in the stomach.

“Why don’t you just tell me?” she asked plaintively.


Here goes,
 I thought. “Our Realms aren’t twins of each other, Gabrielle. They’re the same
 Realm.”

I don’t know what I expected: for her to scream? To cry? Gabrielle’s eyebrows furrowed together in confusion. “Okay, now I know
 you’re fucking with me. How can your Realm and mine be the same one-”

“Time magic,” I said, silencing her. Gabrielle’s mouth snapped shut, and a new emotion entered her eyes. “Someone encased my wives in a stasis bubble and left them tied to the wall of your fortress like a present. I’m starting to think that wasn’t you, was it?”

Gabrielle shook her head. Her mouth formed an ‘o’ of surprise as she struggled to understand what I’d already come to accept. “We did no such thing,” she muttered, glancing down at the bound woman at her feet. “Did you do it, Chloe? Oh, you wouldn’t tell me, anyway.”

“She’s been lying to you for a while,” I said, barely sparing the lieutenant a glance. “She knows, Gabrielle. Semiramis does, too. Everyone
 with any authority in the Eight Realms understands the rules of the game. Except us. The people who are forced to play it.”

Suddenly Gabrielle shivered. I watched her come to the same conclusion that I’d already reached, her shocked expression deepening. “Craig. You’re saying I’m the next Corruption Lord? The next person in this cycle?”

“No one ever said the Corruption Lord had
 to be a man,” I said. “I bet there’s more than a few lady Dareks in that list the Virago keep. The Virago probably had a King during that particular cycle, instead of a Queen. Or the female Dareks preferred women.”

Gabrielle stiffened. We both already knew that was true about her. “But Craig,” she said sadly. “That means...that means you failed
.”

There. She’d said it. It hurt less than I expected.

“You failed to kill the Great Hero,” she whispered, following her own train of thought. “The Realm I was sucked into is the decayed form of your
 Realm, long after your attempt at conquest ended. No wonder everything is cracked and destroyed - you
 destroyed it!”

I cleared my throat. “That’s how it looks. I agree with you on that. If the Realms work the way I’ve described, then you’re right. I’ve failed, the future is unchangeable, and there’s nothing I can do to stop the Great Hero.” My gaze sharpened. “I haven’t wanted to think about it. But you might be correct.”

Gabrielle’s lips formed a tight, sympathetic line. “Then you should go,” she said, glancing at the entrance to the palace. “Go back to your wives and your Realm. Enjoy it while you 
can…”

I shook my head. “Hell no. You think I’m giving up!?”

Her jaw dropped open. “Why wouldn’t you?”

I rose to my full height, unveiling the bad guy within. “Because,” I snarled, letting out every ounce of frustration I’d been carrying for so long, “I don’t want
 to lose. Even if it’s hopeless, I’m going to spit in the Great Hero’s eyes and fuck his Realms up as much as possible before he brings me down. But Gabrielle...I don’t think it’s hopeless.”

She watched me, silently. Waiting for something.

“We know the truth now. At least, we think we do. What if the Realm of Vortex is only a potential
 future? Even if it isn’t, and I can’t change anything - you
 can. You’re wouldn’t be bound by causality the way I would be. Working together, we can destroy the Great Hero. We can win
.”

“Working together…” Gabrielle murmured. “Holy shit. That’s what you’re proposing we do, isn’t it, Craig? Attack heaven and dethrone God?”

My shoulders set firmly. “I am. That’s another one of your jokes, isn’t it? I should have picked up on them earlier. No one who isn’t from Earth would use a phrase like that…”

A tear fell from the corner of Gabrielle’s eye. “You’re really from Earth,” she whispered, looking at me like she was afraid I might turn to mist at any moment. “Really?”

“I am,” I told her, putting my hands around her waist. It felt like the right time to make those kinds of moves. “You’re not alone anymore, Gabrielle. Neither of us are.”

Gabrielle swallowed hard. Then she lifted the Black Pearl, and the world around us began to change.

A wall of inky darkness swirled to life on all sides. Chloe and Semiramis let out cries of surprise as black tendrils drug them away, pulling them outside of the wall as it came down. In moments, Gabrielle and I were alone inside a solid ball of black magic. Despite the fact that it surrounded us on all sides, blocking out the sun, we could see perfectly well. The White Pearl floated near the roof like a chandelier, bathing the ball of darkness in light.

“Finally,” Gabrielle said with a chuckle. “Some fucking privacy.
 No one’s getting through that wall any time soon - not without a whole lot of firepower, in any case.”

I reached over and tapped the shell. It shook beneath my knuckles, making a hollow thud. I realized I couldn’t hear anything outside of the Black Pearl’s wall, either - Gabrielle had completely shut out the Eight Realms.

It was just us, now. And the throne of Highhold.

My hands went back to her hips. “Will you join me?” I asked, meeting her eyes. “Will you help me break the cycle, Gabrielle? Get to the truth of what the fuck is happening in the Eight Realms, once and for all?”

She bit her lip. “I want to,” she whispered. “But it has to be my
 decision.”

I frowned. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

With a giggle, Gabrielle put her hand against the side of her head. “I have this...temptation
 in my head,” she said, licking her lips. “This total asshole put it in my head, you see. It makes me think things...bad
 things. It makes me want to do things a girl like me should never, ever do…”

I grinned. “What should we do about that?” I asked.

She beamed up at me, her lips twisting in a wicked moue. “If 
we’re going to work together, you have to get it out,” she purred. “I have to make the decision to join you of my own free will.”

“The only way to destroy a temptation is to give into it,” I said, my hands sliding to her ass. “I’ll do that gladly, Gabrielle.”

“So will I,” she panted.

Then she kissed me.






Chapter Twenty-Three









I wasn’t about to waste any time. With a grunt, I lifted Gabrielle into my arms and carried her over to the throne. It was directly beneath the glow of the White Pearl, lit up from above like the couch in a VIP lounge. My hands squeezed Gabrielle’s ass, her hips, her tits as we walked. I wanted to savor her.

“You have no idea
 what it’s been like,” she purred, her face pressed against my chest. “Ever since you used the Gaze on me, it’s like...a good twenty-five percent of me can think of nothing but getting on my knees and sucking cock…”

I paused before the throne. “Well now
. I was planning on throwing you down on this and putting my face between your legs, Gabrielle. But if you’d rather do that to me, then…”

She giggled. “You prick
,” she growled, reaching for the bulge in my robes. “If...if that’s the only way to get this shard out of my head, then I guess I’ll have to. Serve, that is.”

In response, I put my lips against her ear and slid my hand into her panties. “Good girl
,” I growled, hitting every submissive part of her mind the shard of Corruption had carved out. “You want to worship your Master, don’t you?”

Something impossible filled her face. I watched as Gabrielle gave into the power I put inside of her, finally willing to work those feelings out. The only way out is through,
 I thought, giving her ass a pinch.

“I...yes,” she whimpered, burying her face against my robes. “God, I’m so ashamed…”

“Don’t be,” I growled, cupping her chin. I ran a thumb along the hollow of her throat, feeling the deep throb of a vein there. “You’re going to be a good girl for me, right?”

I felt her nod. My ass hit the plush seat of the throne, and I helped Gabrielle to her knees in front of me. Her hair was a messy red halo around her face, her eyes wild with desire. I throbbed at the sight of her. This woman was exactly what I deserved.

“That’s right,” I panted. The finger at her throat slid between her pouty lips. “You think you’re so powerful with those Pearls. Some kind of Pirate Queen. But I know what you really are. Deep down inside you’re just another mindless little whore, begging for my cock…”

“Yes,” she whined, reaching for my belt. “I want you so badly, Master…”

“Then say it.”

Her jaw hit the floor as she stared up at me, like she’d just won the lottery. “I’m your mindless little toy, Master,” she whispered, her fingers working at the leather. “I’m so tired of fighting this shard inside my head, Master. It keeps whispering the nastiest shit
 to me, and I want to do it all! Will you please do all those filthy things with me, Master?”

“With pleasure,” I growled. A low, throaty moan spilled from Gabrielle’s lips as my finger went deeper. She took it all the way down, as if showing me what she could do. “You want me to put you through your paces? Treat you like any other naughty little princess or succubus I’d brought under my power?”

“Yes
,” she growled, pulling my cock out of my pants. “That’s exactly
 how I want you to treat me, Master…”

“If you say so,” I told her with a grin. Then I slapped her across the face.

The sharp, stinging slap echoed in the magical shell. Gabrielle’s mouth dropped open with shock, a rebuke on her lips, but before she could form a single word my hand was 
around her throat.

“I’m not gentle
 with these women,” I growled, really starting to feel my bad-guy oats. “You’re not going to be my Queen, Gabrielle. You’re going to be my wet, submissive little fucktoy. I’m going to use
 you, and use you well!”

Her eyes rolled back in her head as her cunt boiled over. I could smell how turned on Gabrielle was - the scent of sex filled the confining space, the air heating from the arousal of both our bodies.

“Harder, Master,” she gagged, her eyes widening with shock at her own boldness. “Treat me rough…”

I did. The hand that was around her throat backhanded her across the other cheek, nearly sending her tumbling down the dais. I felt a little bad about being such a beast with Gabrielle, but it was necessary - if we were going to exorcise that shard from her head, there was only one way to do it.

As if summoned by my thought, Gabrielle’s eyes glowed green for a moment, the Corruption Magic inside of her taking hold. I had to let it out - all of it. Which meant I needed to treat the Pirate Queen like my personal whore.

“Show me what a good girl you are,” I growled, gathering up a handful of her hair. “Take that cock all the way down your 
throat, whore…”

For a moment, I thought there was enough of the old Gabrielle inside of her to protest - then her lips wrapped around the swollen crown of my cock. She melted with a groan, taking me all the way down to the balls like it was the most natural thing in the world. She sucked my cock like she wanted it, like she needed
 it - like it was the only thing in the universe.

“You’re going to thank me when you’re done,” I grunted, running a finger down her cheek. Gabrielle tensed, expecting another slap, but this time I just upthrust into her mouth, watching her lips stretch around my thick shaft. “Don’t break eye contact, whore. I want you to look
 at me while you worship that cock…”

Gabrielle bounced up and down on me like a cork as I sat atop the throne. I really did feel like a King now - moreso every moment as she slurped and sucked my manhood. I knew her cunt was on fire with need, soaking her panties as she deepthroated me like a prostitute. Her neck strained as she watched every little expression on my face, seeing what I liked and what I didn’t. God damn
 it was fucking amazing!

I could have kept right on going, I knew. Gabrielle wasn’t going to stop: she’d gladly keep swallowing my cock until I shot my load down her throat. Yet that would’ve felt...unfinished. Her wet, slick mouth felt incredible around my shaft, but there was still far too much of that green glow in her eyes. I needed to work the rest of her Corruption out, and 
for that, I needed to use more than her mouth.

Abruptly I yanked my cock out of her. Gabrielle pulled off me with a wet little pop
, her eyes going wide with fright. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked, looking up at me from her knees.

“On the throne,” I growled, tugging her hair. She crawled up onto the seat where I’d just been, her breasts pushed against the plush back of the tall seat. Her body quivered with need, drool trickling from the side of her mouth. She was well and truly mindfucked now - she’d do anything I wanted.

What did I want? First, for her to be wearing fewer clothes.

I grabbed twin handfuls of Gabrielle’s outfit and looked up at the White Pearl. Something inside of me tugged,
 and suddenly I could feel it’s magic inside my head. The Pirate Queen’s clothing dissolved in an instant, ripped away by tendrils of powerful white light. Gabrielle yelped at her sudden nudity, then moaned as I reached between her legs and slid two fingers into her bare cunt, stabbing her inner walls like a cock.

When I found her swollen clit instead, massaging her soaking folds with my hand as I swirled it, she nearly came apart right then and there.

“Look at that ass,” I growled, pressing her face against the 
back of the throne. I left her gasping, my fingers escaping her tangles - and slapping her ass, hard
. She cried out in mingled pain and pleasure, my fingers exploring her most secret places. Juice trickled down her thighs, her legs shaking and kicking out as she struggled to stay upright beneath the onslaught of pleasure.

I’d never seen anything so beautiful in all my life. And I’d seen a lot
 of beautiful things.

My hand kept moving between her thighs, savagely milking her clit. Gabrielle shuddered with lust, babbling half-formed sentences that were all Master
 and yes
 and harder
! Her ass bounced up and down as her slit quivered around me, dripping juice. I kept pumping her until I felt her leg muscles tense, her inner walls beginning to clench. Right as Gabrielle reached her peak, I pulled away, leaving her gasping and frustrated.

She watched me over her shoulder, her eyes filled with need. Gabrielle let out a high, keening wail as she slammed her hips backwards, trying to get me inside of her. “Master, what-”

I grabbed her face and slipped two dripping fingers into her mouth. Gabrielle groaned as she sucked the juicy digits, tasting her own feral tang. “Fuck,
 Master!”

“That’s right,” I panted, mounting her from behind. “You taste like a whore.” My hand left her lips, wrapping around her throat as I prepared to enter her from behind. “You like 
sucking your own wetness off my fingers, slut?”

“Mmmh, yes
 Master!” That green glow was back in Gabrielle’s eyes, brighter and fiercer than ever. She was more ready for me than any woman I’d ever known. “Thank you for making me taste, Master. I love the way you make me feel like a whore!”

“Say it,” I growled, the head of my cock pushing against her opening. God damn
 she was so hot and wet!

“I’m a whore,” Gabrielle panted, her breasts flattening against the throne. “A slut. A brainless little bimbo fuckdoll who needs to get pumped full of cock-”

I couldn’t take it anymore. With one smooth stroke, I slid my cock to the base inside of Gabrielle’s tight, bare cunt. She welcomed me inside of her, her walls gripping me tight as I bottomed out inside of her. I tossed back my head and howled with bliss, tears forming in the corners of my eyes. Bliss overpowered me, setting my bloodstream on fire. Gabrielle’s cunt was everything I could ever need, wet and warm and tight and complete
, and as I pumped her full of my cock the world exploded in bliss.

I froze for a moment. Had that been a moment of resistance
 as I plunged inside of her? It had. Holy shit,
 I thought, my cock jerking inside of her. Gabrielle is a virgin!


I almost stopped. Then her voice coaxed me on.

“Yes! Oh my God
, Master – fuck me harder!” The green glow in Gabrielle’s eyes brightened. Her body responded to my every move like it was made for me - my possession. My property.

My balls slapped against the backs of her thighs as I railed her. The throne shook beneath us both, nearly toppling. The air inside of Gabrielle’s magical shell reeked of primal, toe-curling sex.

“Grab my tits,” Gabrielle panted, losing herself completely. “Squeeze them like you mean it, Master! Fucking use
 me like the dirty slut I am!”

With one hand I wrapped Gabrielle’s long red hair around my fingers and tugged, and with the other I groped her naked breasts for all I was worth. Something dark and evil inside of me reared up as I lost control, pounding her from behind hard enough to leave bruises. It wasn’t enough for the Pirate Queen - she had to have more.

More depravity. More pain. More degradation.

“I love the way you hurt me, Master,” Gabrielle moaned. One cheek rested on the top of the throne as she watched me over her shoulder with a glazed expression. Drool dripped from her lips as her overheated brain sizzled, the corruption inside 
of her shorting out all her internal circuits. “I love the way you make me feel like a whore! Oh fuck, please cum inside me, Master! Use my body to get off like my cunt is your personal sex toy…!”

I wasn’t far off now. It was hard to speak through the waves of pleasure, the very air thickening around our bodies as we fucked. Magic crackled through the sphere as Gabrielle and I’s corruption mixed, mingled, turned the world inside out.

“I’m going to own
 you,” I growled harshly, shocked at my own vehemence. “This cunt is mine
, Gabrielle! Whenever I fucking want it…!”

“Make it yours
,” she panted, smiling at me over her shoulder. Her inner walls clamped down on me like a vice as orgasm coursed through her body, sending the shards of green in her eyes incandescent with color. “It’s yours forever, Master! Daddy! King! Cum inside of meeee….!
”

With a roar of dominance and one hard, final thrust, I buried myself as deep as I could inside of Gabrielle and let go. Pleasure washed over me like the mother of all tidal waves as I erupted inside of her, my cock jerking against her tight walls as I shot ropes of thick spunk into her core. She gripped me tight, her muscles clenching like she’d been hit with a taser as she felt me deposit my load inside of her. Sweat stood out on her back, hips and ass as a second climax overtook her, her pussy dripping and squelching wetly as I gave her a few slow, intimate thrusts. My cock was almost too sensitive for them - 
the friction of her walls around the sensitive crown were like a whole second orgasm. My legs shook beneath me as they nearly gave way.

As the flood of pleasure ebbed I pulled out and sprayed the last few jets of come across her big, sexy ass. Gabrielle moaned lustily as the wet seed hit her skin: in a flash, she was scooping it up and eating it. Only the whites of her eyes showed as she savored my load, playing with it on her tongue before swallowing it down.

The whites of her eyes...the green is gone!

My corruption had faded. But the bruises hadn’t - Gabrielle sported the beginnings of several on her neck and ass, and the spots where I’d slapped her cheeks had reddened in a way that made me throb. I’d used
 this woman.

God, it felt great.

“I hurt you,” I said, rubbing her cheek. Gabrielle winced at the pain, then grinned.

“I know,” she said with a shrug. “I liked it.”

She stepped down from the throne, streaks of white light already wrapping themselves around her body. When they 
faded she was back in her uniform, without so much as a hair out of place. She certainly didn’t look like she’d just been begging me to call her a whore while she spread her legs for me.

“Oh, geez,” she said, putting a hand against her face. “You really did a number on me, didn’t you, Craig?”

Now that it was over, I felt suddenly awkward. “Yeah, I was kind of unhinged,” I admitted, glancing over her injuries. “Are you...are you you
 again, Gabrielle? The Corruption is gone?”

“It’s gone,” she said, snatching the White Pearl from the air. A wave of light passed over the Pirate Queen and her bruises disappeared. “I’m free from your influence, Corruption Lord. Although I suspect I’ll carry the memories of the last hour for the rest of my life…”

A grin spread across her face and she began to laugh.

“I’ll join you,” she said, before I could say anything else. “We won’t lose this time, Craig. You
 won’t. Together, we’ll discover the secret of the Eight Realms and break the cycle forever. Neither of us are ever going to be deposed, by each other or anyone else…”


United.
 Holy shit. It had worked. With Gabrielle on my side, the Pearls in our pockets, nothing in the Eight Realms could 
challenge us. Right?

I took her in my arms. “That wasn’t just
 the Corruption,” I said, my eyes narrowing. “You’re a bad girl, Gabrielle. When someone gives you permission to be.”

Color rose to her cheeks. “Yes, well - maybe I’ll have a chat with your wives about it later. Right now, we should be getting back to...wait. Do you hear that?”

I did. The bubble of magic surrounding us shook with thudding reverberations. The walls trembled, as if an earthquake had come to Highhold. “What is that?”

“Nothing should be able to pierce these walls!” Gabrielle’s brows arched with shock. “What the fuck is on the other side of that shell…”

A square of brilliant, piercing light cut through Gabrielle’s magic wall. A rectangle of the Black Pearl’s power fell away, dissolving. Through the window, we could see the pillars of the throne room at Highhold, Chloe and Semiramis lying on the floor next to each other. The two women were no longer fighting, no longer trying to stop us.

Instead, they were looking at the man. With naked, open reverence.

The ball of magic disappeared. And Gabrielle and I found ourselves staring at a man who shined like the sun, too bright for his features to be seen.

A golden, gleaming man made of pure light stood before us.

The Great Hero.






Chapter Twenty-Four









“This was not supposed to happen.”

Gabrielle snatched the Pearls out of the air, putting one in each land like she was preparing to rain down pure hell. I drew Lightslayer, the magic inside of the blade reacting with my own until I felt like I was about a hundred feet tall. This was it. We could do this!

“The two of you were never supposed to meet.” The Great Hero spoke kindly, with great reluctance. “Much less make love.”

Something in Gabrielle’s stance shifted. “This is him?” she asked, glancing over at me. “The Great Hero? The guy who kills us?”

Memories flooded me. The vision I’d had at Thessalia of my plane crash, the golden man striding down the collapsing cabin as if we weren’t in the middle of plunging into the Pacific. He spoke with that same kind, gentle voice as the man before us.

“It’s him,” I growled.

“Cool.” Gabrielle grinned. “Let’s show that asshole where the gold’s at.”

“Ugh.” I groaned and rolled my eyes. “You and your memes.”

“You’re just going to have to get used to it,” she said, blowing me a kiss. “Get up in his face with that sword, Craig. I’m going to show this asshole the power of the Pearls!”

“Gladly,” I growled, stepping forward. I’d been waiting for this ever since I came to the Eight Realms. This was my destiny.

Once the Great Hero was dead, there’d be nothing to stop me. All Eight Realms would be mine - or Gabrielle and I would split them up between ourselves, dividing the Upper and Lower Realms as our personal kingdoms.

Strange. Once, the thought of sharing power would’ve given me fits. Now, with the end in sight, it seemed almost nice.

“You seek to destroy me,” the Great Hero said sadly. His glowing head sagged downwards, too bright for his features to be seen. “Yours is an empty hope, children. I cannot be killed.”

“Interesting theory,” I said, switching to a one-handed stance. Corruption Magic flowed in my other fist, amplified a hundred-times over by Lightslayer’s power. “Let’s test it!”

I swung - and the blade hit home. Crystalline shards flew from the Great Hero’s body as the black blade sank into his form. It was like holding a finger up in front of the sun - a narrow band of black in blinding white light.

I’d hit him! I’d hurt him!

The Great Hero shrugged and stepped away. “This is useless,” he said, never raising his voice from that kindly, regretful tone. “You
 are useless. Why must I kill you again, Darek?”

“My name,” I growled, swinging the blade again, “is Craig!
”

This time the Great Hero held up an arm. The blade bounced off of it with a resounding clang

, as if the blade had been parried by an expert swordsman. Yet none stood there - just the golden man, his dolorous expression unchanged.

“Both of you...it is a mistake,” he rumbled, stepping past me. “But a mistake I can fix.”

He was going for Gabrielle. I wouldn’t let him.

In what was probably the most heroic move of my life, I leapt into the air and did a backflip over
 the Great Hero. My legs nearly gave out beneath me as I landed, but now I was between her and the monster. Protecting her.

“Gab!” I yelled, striking out against those too-solid arms. “I could use a little backup here!”

The world exploded. With a roar, Gabrielle unleashed the full force of the Black Pearl, then the White. Tendrils of living magic erupted from every surface, the solid edges of reality replaced with a squirming mass of pure power. They twined around each other, forming thick bands around the Great Hero’s legs as he struggled to walk forward.


Oh, gross,
 I thought, leaping away from a mass of tendrils. But it was working!

The tendrils grew over the Great Hero’s body, thickening until he was encased in an immobile shell of pure magic. Seeing an opening, I dashed forward and thrust at his heart, switching Lightslayer from one-handed to a two-handed stab.

The blade pierced the Great Hero again and again. My vision flashed red as I thought of everything this being wanted to take from me.

My kingdom.

My harem.

My wives

.

“Necessity,” I roared, driving the blade through his heart. “Mariah!”

I stabbed again and again. The Great Hero struggled, but it was useless. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t deflect the blade. More and more of that strange glowing light flowed from his body, streaming from his wounds. I was bringing him down.

“Kyoko!” I yelled, stabbing one of his tendril-covered arms. This time it fell away, hitting the tiled floor and splitting into a thousand tiny shards.

“It’s working!” Gabrielle’s voice was a banshee’s shriek over a maelstrom of noise. “You’re hurting him, Craig!”

Damn straight, I was. “Eri!” I roared, slashing across his stupid golden face. The names of my wives rang through the throne room, the bonds I’d formed with each of them giving me a greater strength than any magic spell or ancient orb could.

The Great Hero toppled, sinking to his knees. The glow around his face was so muted that I could almost make out his features. It seemed like his mouth was open, his eyes staring wide in horror as Gabrielle and I destroyed him.


One more name,
 I thought, hefting the blade. One more wife
. The one I’ll never see again.



“CARA!”
 I roared it at the top of my lungs, shaking the foundations of the fortress. I held the blade horizontally and swung, aiming right at the Great Hero’s neck.

His head fell from his shoulders.

In an instant, the maelstrom ceased. Gabrielle’s magic vanished, the tendrils around the Great Hero retreating as his headless body slumped to the floor. He fell to the side, 
crumpling into a heap, and was still.

“Holy shit.” Gabrielle shook like a leaf. “You did it. You killed him. Craig, you actually
 killed the Great Hero!”

My heart thudded triumphantly in my chest. It was done. The Great Hero had been beheaded. He would never trouble me again.

I strode across the room towards the severed head. Something inside of me had
 to know what the man looked like. Who was this hero who resisted me, who reset the Eight Realms every time a challenger arose? What was that peculiar expression on his face?

“Craig…” Gabrielle’s hand touched my shoulder. “He’s dead. You did it. We’re safe now...we broke the cycle.”

I grinned at her. “We did,” I said. “Together
.”

Then the world stopped making sense for a minute.

The air around us turned to water. A bubble of it formed around our bodies, encircling the throne and the fallen form of the Great Hero. I recognized it instantly - the same strange magic that had surrounded the Angerborn
 while it was tied to Gabrielle’s fortress.


Time
 magic.

The world shuddered - and reversed
. The Great Hero regained his footing, staggering back to his feet inside of the shining, watery bubble. His head rolled across the throne room floor, moved upwards over his torso, and settled back on his neck. That strange golden glow poured from his body, brighter and stronger than before.

“No,” I gasped, watching with horror as the time bubble burst. “It can’t be! That’s not fair-
”

The Great Hero punched me in the chest.

Suddenly down was up, then up was down again. My face slammed into the throne room floor, blood staining the tiles. It felt like half the teeth in my mouth had just gone loose. My fingers felt for Lightslayer, bathing my body in magic to rapidly heal.

“Fair has nothing to do with it,” the Great Hero intoned. He sounded even sadder than before. “Fair has never had anything to do with any of this, child.”

I was on him in a flash, cutting again and again. None of the blows did a thing - it was as if each was parried at the precise moment needed to nullify my attacks.

“Why!?” I roared, giving in to the fury and savagery inside of my gut. “Why does this keep happening!? What is the meaning of the Eight Realms? Who are you!?
”

Finally I missed a step. I was only over-extended for a moment - but for someone with time magic, a moment is all they need. The Great Hero’s arms encircled me, lifting me from the ground. He plucked Lightslayer from me like a toothpick and tossed it away, then threw me across the room like a piece of garbage.

I landed heavily, groaning. There were deep gashes along my side from his touch - right where Chloe had stabbed me. The wound reopened, bleeding bad.

“No!” Fists of black and white magic slammed into the Great Hero from Gabrielle’s assault, but it was no use. He closed the distance in an instant, wrapping a hand around the redhead’s throat. She was lifted off the ground, squirming in sudden terror within his grip.

“Gabrielle,” I panted, locking eyes with her. “No…”

The Great Hero cocked his head to the side. “I cannot fix you, my child,” he said, sounding almost kind. “But I can give you my gifts.”

Gabrielle’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second. Then a wave of golden, perfect light washed over her, and she changed
.

“Noooooo!
” With every bit of energy left to me, I rose to my feet. My legs refused to follow my commands. Lightslayer was on the other side of the room - too far to grab. I’d have to save Gabrielle with my fists-

But suddenly, there was no saving Gabrielle.

The Great Hero let her go. She sank to her knees, beaming up at him with an expression I thought no other man would ever be privileged to see. When her eyes opened, they were no longer the green of my Corruption Gaze or her natural brown.

They were gold
.

“Master,” Gabrielle whispered, her tone rapturous. “Oh my beautiful, wonderful King! My God!
 Tell me how I may serve you, Great Hero! How may this one worship
 you?”

I froze. This had to be a trick. She had to be faking.

I could almost feel the Great Hero smirk. “Your trinkets,” he said, gesturing at the Pearls. “Give them to me.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Gabrielle handed the White Pearl and the Black Pearl to the Great Hero. My heart snapped in two as our most powerful weapons entered the hands of the enemy. Gabrielle just kept on smiling that stupid, pleased smile, as if she were a bride standing at the altar.

“Thank you,” he said, patting her on the head. “Soon you will go home, child. I must deal with a trifle first.”

The Great Hero turned to me. A bolt of force shot from his chest, sending me to my knees.


Gabrielle,
 I thought, my stomach falling. He...he turned her. What did he DO to her?


Pearls in hand, the Great Hero strode across the throne room. He was in no hurry now - nothing could stop him here. Or maybe nothing ever could.

Gabrielle continued bowing and scraping, her mind completely warped. She actually looked thrilled
 at the idea of going home, as if there was anything left for her there. As if our alliance had never even happened…


No!
 I crawled through the rubble. This couldn’t be the end. I had to keep on fighting!

“You never give up,” the Great Hero sighed. He sounded so weary, you’d almost think he
 was the one who’d taken a beating. “No matter how many times you are killed, Corruption Lord, a new Darek rises to take your place. A new you
.”

Something flashed in the rubble. I dug, hoping for a weapon, and found something even greater. Lexi. She’d been discarded by Semiramis as she fled, left behind to die.

“Master,” the book croaked weakly. “Help…”

“Why do you fight?” The Great Hero’s shadow covered me as he paused, just a step or two away. “Your newest conquest thinks of nothing but me. For her, there are
 no other men - only the Great Hero.”

God damn it. He actually sounded smug
.

“I could do this to every woman you care about,” the Great Hero said kindly. “And every woman you meet for the 
remainder of your life. They will turn from you, discarding the rings you gave them, losing the memories you made together. Praising me mindlessly until the end of their days. Forgetting you even exist
.”

“Fuck you,” I snarled, flipping through Lexi’s pages.

The Great Hero leaned over, amused. “Your power is nothing compared to me. Why do you resist, Darek? Why do you continue
 to resist!?”

He really wanted to know. Almost as much as I wanted to know the secret of the Eight Realms.

“Why?” I glanced up from the floor, trying not to look at Gabrielle as she worshipped.

“Yes.” The Great Hero said flatly. “Why?”

Light spilled from Lexi’s pages. “Because. I’m the bad guy,
 asshole!”

I held the book up right in his face. And summoned the Jujak.

The massive bird rippled from the pages, filling the throne room in an instant. Even for the Great Hero, a Legendary Daemon was cause for alarm. The Jujak hadn’t been given a moment of freedom since Lexi caught it between her pages, back in Night City.

It was pissed.


The bird screamed. And screamed.


The Great Hero clasped his golden, shining hands to his golden, shining ears. The Black Pearl and the White fell from his grasp, spilling to the floor like marbles. With the last of my strength, I leaned over and scooped them up, one in each hand.

Magic flooded my veins and I was healed.

The Jujak grabbed the Great Hero, raking its claws across his golden body. It didn’t do much damage, but the more the Hero tried to fight, the more entangled he became in the bird’s massive bulk. Enraged, the Jujak pointed its beak at the ceiling and let out a world-shattering cry. The ceiling collapsed, stones raining down all around as the blue sky came in.

As the Great Hero screamed, the Jujak soared into the air, the golden man clutched in its talons.

“We have to get out of here,” I growled, grabbing Lexi off the ground. The White Pearl went into my robes, freeing up my hand to hold the book to my chest. “He’ll be back in a minute, and he’ll be pissed. As pissed as a guy like that can possibly be, in any case. Can you summon a portal?”

“No,” Lexi said, and my heart fell. “But I know someone who can.”

Another bolt of energy left the book, striking right next to my fallen sword on the ground. It coalesced into the form of Lakshmi, who bent down and picked up Lightslayer as if it were a missing sock.

“Master,” the gorgeous daemon said, walking over to me. “I believe you dropped this?”

“Portal,” I said. “Now.” Leaving her to it, I strode purposely across the room. A single figure lay kneeling by the wreck of the ceiling, babbling to herself as her hands shot upwards.

“Gabrielle!” I grabbed the redhead’s shoulder, trying to force her to her feet. “We need to go!”

She turned to me, blinking. It was as if she’d never seen me before.

“Go?” A strange smile spread across her features. “I have to stay here. I have to worship God - I have to praise him
...”

That awful golden glow lit up her eyes. I made a snap decision: I couldn’t sit around here trying to convince her to come with me until the Great Hero slaughtered us all. The Gabrielle I knew - the real
 Gabrielle - would thank me later.

I punched her in the face. She slumped over, gave a little groan, and fell unconscious.

“Lakshmi,” I called. The daemon stood before a glowing portal. “Catch!”

I tossed the White Pearl to her. She caught it smoothly. If so much power tempted her to disobey me, it never showed on her face. “Yes, Master. Do you need me to help you with the woman?”

“I’ve got her,” I grunted, tossing Gabrielle over my shoulder. Whatever madness he put inside you, I’m going to find a way to get it out,
 I swore silently. We’re partners now, Gab. The two Earthlings, bringing the Great Hero down together.
 Tears sprang to my eyes.

Who was I kidding? I’d lost. We were all fucked.

I could see it in Lakshmi’s face as she gestured towards the portal. I felt it in the stiffness of Lexi’s bindings as I tucked her into my robes. They all felt it. It was plain to see.

The Great Hero had won.

Nothing I could do could change the future. I was destined to die, like all the other Dareks.






Epilogue









“That was it?”

Mariah sat quietly in the chair at my right hand. As First of the Corrupt, she was entitled to that position - especially in the Hall of War. Outside the windows, the growing towers of Wrathholme sparkled like priceless, dark jewels.

“That’s all of it,” I said, glancing down at my hands. “We gave it everything we had. The Pearls, Lightslayer...it was useless. He called the Black Pearl a trinket
, and I’m pretty sure he meant it. We lost, ladies.”

Stunned silence greeted me. Much like the party we’d had beneath Gabrielle’s tower, this meeting was strictly wives-only: though for an entirely different reason. No one else needed to hear this tale. They didn’t need to know how doomed our crusade really was.

“Gabrielle,” Eri said, flexing her fingers. My slime girl looked slightly less nervous than the rest of the wives, sipping her tea. There wasn’t much of the Skye brew left, unfortunately. “Is she still…”

“Insane?” I laughed. “She’s sitting in a cell in the basement right now, Eri. You can ask her yourself. She won’t say anything, though - just keep on talking about how she wants to worship 
the Great Hero…”

“This woman is like you,” Necessity said. Her expression was unreadable. “She is from this...Urth.”


“Earth
,” I corrected. “Yeah. I was really looking forward to having her on our team.”

On the far side of the table, Kyoko rubbed her belly nervously. “Master,” she whispered, giving voice to the thoughts inside the rest of my wives, “if Gabrielle’s Realm is really our Realm in the future, then...that means you lose, right? We can’t possibly win.”

I sighed deeply. The map of Continent lay across the obsidian table, showing where the major kingdoms of the Realm had once stood. All of them served me now, of course - but how long would that last?

“That’s how it’s looking,” I said, putting a hand to my forehead. “Girls, I won’t lie to you. This is...not a good day. I don’t know what we’re going to do. For the first time, I have no fucking clue
 how to win. Or how to keep us safe.”

Eri and Kyoko stared at their feet. Then Necessity rose to hers.

“We shall not give up, husband,” she said.


It would be you,
 I thought, shaking my head with a smirk. “I love your enthusiasm, wife,” I said, fighting back tears. “Really, I do. But you didn’t see him. We killed him, and then he just...rewinded
 until he was alive again.”

“Then we will find a way to keep him from rewinding
,” Necessity said with a shrug. “Perhaps with some time magic of our own?”

Once, I would have seized on that hope. I would have gladly 
used it as the jumping off point for a new, sexy adventure. Not anymore.

Now I just wanted to mourn.

“If I move against the Great Hero, he’ll take you away from me,” I said. All four wives stiffened. “He told me he can do to you what he did to Gabrielle. All of you will forget I even exist - that we were ever together. You’ll end up mindless puppets that do nothing but endlessly praise him. Just like Gabrielle.”

Necessity put a finger against her chin. “You must find a cure for her madness,” the elven warrior said. “Only once you can break this power of the Great Hero’s will we all be able to face him down together.”

“No.” I shook my head. “No, I’m not risking any of you. You’re too precious to me. All of you.” I held up my hand, letting the silver ring on my finger catch the light. “This ring? This ring means something
 to me. If I see one of you wearing it while talking about how wonderful the Great Hero is, then I might truly go insane…”

A hand touched my shoulder. It was Mariah.

“My Lord. May I suggest that, despite all appearances to the contrary, your future is not set in stone?”

I paused, thinking. “I’d really like to believe that,” I said.

“Whether you succeed or fail against the obstacles in your path is up to you, my Lord. Only you - and by extension, your wives - can determine if the future shown in Vortex is true.”

I made a fist. “What I’d like to know,” I said, looking at each woman at the table in turn, “what I’d really
 like to know, is one thing. Just one fucking thing. It still doesn’t make any sense...”

All four of them leaned forward.

I looked up. “What happened to you when you took the Angerborn
 through that portal?”

The change in direction was so surprising they each stared at me, confused. “My Lord?” Mariah asked.

“Who really moved the ship? Whoever did it saved your lives, because Chloe was on board. She would’ve killed all of you - not just Chastity. I thought Gabrielle did it, until I learned she didn’t have access to time magic. As far as I know, only the Great Hero does.” I sighed, putting a hand to my forehead. “But the Great Hero would never help
 me. So who? Who moved the ship?”

I let my head fall back to the table. None of my wives had the answer – which is no less than I what I expected. They couldn’t help me. No one
 could.

The room was silent.

Then a tiny, twinkling voice reached my ears.

“I did.
”

Around the table, five people sat up straight. We knew
 that voice. Knew it in every fiber of our beings. We’d heard it laugh for joy at our jokes, cry at our sorrows. More than anything else, that voice
 convinced us that we were more than just a harem of fuckbuddies. We were a family - one husband, four wives.

Make that five
 wives.

Because floating in the center of the table, like something out of a dream, was Cara.

My lost wife. My dead
 wife.

Necessity sprang to her feet, gasping as she reached across the table. Mariah let out a cry and did her one better, her 
wings flapping as she jumped onto the broad obsidian surface. Kyoko sobbed, big tears cascading down her furry cheeks. Eri...Eri just stared, like she couldn’t believe what she was looking at was real.

Neither could I.

Slowly, Cara turned to me. She flashed that open, pretty smile I knew so well, her arms spread wide. “Craig. Husband.”

I was standing up before I realized what I was doing, Lightslayer in my hands. I held it out like an offering, like I would have gladly traded it to make this vision standing before me real forever. Because I would have.

“I thought you were dead,” I whispered. “You died to give me this.”

She looked at the sword, then at me. With a giggle, Cara floated across the table, passing right through
 Mariah’s body. The succubus stared open-mouthed as the ghost came right next to me, her ass perched on the side of the table.

She shimmered - and was solid in my arms. She was real. She was here.

“I’m back. I know how to kill the Great Hero,” she said.

The entire table was shocked into silence.

Cara winked. “And this time, husband? You’re going to make it stick
.”
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