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1

A Welcome to the Dread Court

The interior of the black carriage was a velvet-lined tomb, and Sophie Almodóvar was the restless, overcharged spirit rattling around inside it. Every time the iron-shod wheels hit a rut in the Sivarnan cobblestones, the carriage groaned like a beast in the throes of a fever, and Sophie felt the weight of her own body shifting with a languid heat.

She was dangerously full.

Retchid’s desperate, high-volume donation still sloshed within her with a rhythmic heat that made every jolt of the carriage a test of her inner muscles. But she was full of more than cum. Between the electric essence of the wizard Zymandus and the dark vitality she had drained from the pox-marked servant, Sophie felt precarious. It was the sort of lust madness she had witnessed nightly at Cutthroat’s Refuge from young sailors on their first night ashore.

By Mardoch, she was about to explode. Even worse? She still wanted to fuck.

Her skin felt too tight for her muscles, a faint violet shimmer occasionally dancing just beneath the surface of her tan like heat lightning trapped in glass. Her breasts, pushed high and firm by the cold steel of her armored bodice, ached with familiar, demanding pressure, the nipples sensitive enough to register the slightest vibration of the coach.

The darkborne mark on the back of her neck was snarling in her head in sync with the heavy vibration of the carriage. It knew where they were. It recognized the sharp, sinister geometry of the city. It was closer than it had been to its creator in many years, and it was dragging Sophie along for the ride.

Sophie pulled aside the black curtain covering the carriage’s side window. Her view of the surroundings did little to calm her nerves. Sivarna was a city squeezed into verticality and topped with sharp edges. The pace of the carriage through its dismal streets was funereal.

Sophie leaned forward, tapping a gloved knuckle on the small wooden partition that separated the luxurious interior from the driver’s box. It slid open an inch with a dry, wooden scrape, revealing nothing but a sliver of darkness and a hooded profile that might as well have been an empty cloak.

"Hey, handsome," Sophie called out, her voice dripping with a calculated, playful huskiness that she used like a whetstone. She leaned her cleavage toward the opening, letting the intermittent sickly green of the torchlight from the streets outside play across the swell of her breasts. "It’s a bit lonely in here. You wouldn't happen to have a name, or are you just 'The Guy Who Drives the Spooky Wagon' by trade?"

The driver didn't answer. He didn't even tilt his head to acknowledge the proximity of his luscious passenger. The only sound he made was the intermittent snap of the whip, a sharp CRACK answered by the snorting of the horses and the clopping of their hooves.

"Not a talker, then? More of a listener? Mmmmm… I like that in a man. Less chance of you saying something stupid while my legs are wrapped around your ears.”

Sophie let her hand wander to the opening in the divider, her fingers tracing the edge of the wood as though she were at a gloryhole and beckoning a cock through.

"It’s so dreary out there. If you’re tired of the road, I could think of a few ways to wake you up. I’m quite a talented passenger, you know. I can even do tricks without my hands."

She waited for a response. Any sort of reaction. A twitch of a shoulder, a narrowing of an eye, or the subtle, salt-and-sweat scent of a man’s arousal blooming in the cold air. She leaned closer to the partition. Her breath steaming through into the cold night air. Her tits practically squished against the wall of the carriage.

The driver remained as unresponsive as a corpse. He didn't even seem to be breathing. After a few more seconds of silence, Sophie huffed, her pride taking a minor but sharp sting. She slammed the partition shut with a bang that echoed in the velvet cabin.

"Must’ve lost the steel in his prick," she muttered, sinking back into the cushions and crossing her long, leather-clad legs. "Sivarna really needs to work on its hospitality. Honestly, if the rest of the Court is this lifeless, I might die from boredom."

She leaned her head against the window, the glass cold against her temple. Outside, The gothic desolation of Sivarna rolled past. The fog was thick and gray, swirling around the carriage wheels and clouding crossroads. Gas lamps flickered in the gloom, casting halos of sickly yellow light that struggled to penetrate the dreary fog.

The townhouses and tenements shared a similar skeletal pallor, leaning one against the other along narrow lanes as if sharing secrets. They were all sharp eaves and pointed arches, unwelcoming as a feature of their architecture.

Occasionally, she saw the city’s nocturnal life through the mist. Wraithlike men in high-collared, tattered cloaks gathered at some intersections. Within their hoods they wore masks of cold porcelain, carved bone, or stitched leather that lacked any expression whatsoever. They hardly moved. They simply turned their hidden faces in unison as the carriage rattled past, their hollow-eyed stares sending a cold tremor up Sophie’s spine.

Her power was fading slowly, but the ominous journey was making her good humor disappear much more quickly. Sivarna felt wrong. Like a place where the rules of Mardoch’s world had been peeled back to reveal the rotting, eldritch substrate beneath. The influence of the Old Gods was smothering the city. Gothic steeples and broken men bending towards the darkness radiating from the Dread Court like plants towards the light.

The carriage lurched as it began to climb a steep, arched bridge of black basalt. Below, distantly, a strip of rushing water churned white against the stone pilings, carrying the refuse of the city out to sea. Ahead, the Citadel finally emerged from the fog. A colossal, skeletal hand reaching out of the earth to grab the moon.

If shadow could be made into stone and built into a fortress, it had been done with the ancient edifice of the Dread Court. The black curtain of the outer wall was crumbling, revealing the obsidian keep at the heart of the fortifications. Here and there along the perimeter, black spires along the battlements reached into the night sky and seemed to bleed upwards among the stars.

There were no cheerful lanterns here, no welcoming hearth fire to warm a weary traveler. Not even a guard with a torch posted at the outer gate. The only light came from a rhythmic, low-frequency violet pulse deep within the central keep. A heartbeat of deathless energy that Sophie felt in her teeth and in the mark on her neck.

The carriage groaned to a halt before a massive iron gate bound in rusted silver. The driver hopped down from the box with a mechanical stiffness that set Sophie’s teeth on edge. He didn't offer a hand. He didn't open the door with a flourish. He simply pulled it wide and pointed a long, gloved finger at the gate before returning to his seat to sit as still as a gargoyle.

Sophie stepped out, her boots hitting the damp stone with a sharp click that echoed through the bridge. The cold Sivarnan air bit at her exposed thighs and the creamy summits of her breasts, but she barely registered the chill. The heat radiating from her mark was a furnace. She reached back, checking the seat of Temptress in its leather sheath, and adjusted the heavy black cloak around her shoulders.

"Right," Sophie said, looking up at the driver. "Stay put. I'm not planning on staying for the buffet."

The driver ignored her. Sophie turned toward the gate. Standing before the iron doors, silhouetted against the rhythmic violet pulse of the keep, was the first guardian.

He was a tall, imposing figure, encased in plate armor that might have once been a brilliant sapphire blue but was now the color of a bruised lung, caked in soot and salt-rot. A tattered surcoat, frayed at the edges, hung from his broad shoulders, and a heavy cavalry saber, long, curved, and notched from a thousand kills, rested in his gauntleted hand. His visor was down, the slit a horizontal line of absolute, light-devouring darkness.

“You can lower your weapon,” she called to the knight. “I have been invited to this place. I am Sophie Almodóvar.”

No reaction.

Sophie stopped ten paces away. The chill in the air deepened as though emanating from the knight. A cold, sucking absence that pulled at the warmth in her blood and the energy in her mark.

Still, the habit of years was hard to break, and she was feeling particularly brazen with the sheer volume of essence she was carrying. She let her cloak slide an inch from her shoulder, exposing the pale, smooth curve of her neck and the dark, lustrous spill of her hair. She prowled forward, her wide hips swaying with a deliberate, lusty rhythm.

"You look like you've been standing here for a century, Sir Knight," Sophie purred, stopping just outside the reach of his blade. "A man of your stature shouldn't have to spend his nights in the fog, waiting for a lady who's already here."

When he still did not react, she grew bolder. She invaded his space, closing the gap until the tips of her armored bodice brushed the pitted steel of his breastplate.

"The Court can wait," she whispered, her voice dropping to a husky invitation. "I have enough heat in me to melt that plate right off your bones. Why don't you put the sword down? Standing out here, alone, in the cold? Let me warm your flesh, Sir Knight. I promise, mmmm, I have heat enough to lend you.”

She pressed herself flush against him, letting her softness mold to his hard edges. She waited for the telltale signs of his arousal. The hitch of a breath. Her fingers traveling down to his armored groin and massaging the hard bulge of his codpiece.

Once again, there was nothing. No breath, no heartbeat, no reaction.

Sophie pulled back, throwing her hands up in mock exasperation. "Seriously? Not even a grunt? I’ve had more spirited conversations with a wheel of cheese. Honestly, first the driver, now you? This is getting boring."

The horizontal slit of the visor flared with a chilling blue glow. The knight raised his sword as if to strike.

"Oh, for Mardoch’s sake," Sophie groaned, the playful humor evaporating instantly as her combat instincts took over. "An invitation to the party and this is how I am welcomed? I miss the Baroness and her hospitality. You want to fight? Fine.”

The knight didn't wait for her to finish. He lashed out with a speed that defied his heavy, rusted plate. A gauntleted fist hit her shoulder with the force of a falling anvil, the sound of metal on leather echoing through the bridge.

The blow sent her reeling backward, her boots skidding through the mud and slush. She hit the ground hard enough to send a jolt up her spine and make her milk taut breasts throb with a painful ache.

"Right," Sophie grunted, rolling to her feet and spitting a few drops of blood onto the stones. "A test, is it? Come on then, I’ll meet your blade.”

The knight didn't waste time with taunts. He lunged, the heavy cavalry saber whistling through the air in an arc aimed to take her head clean off. Sophie ducked, the wind of the blade’s passing ruffling her hair, and drew and raised Temptress in a single motion.

Her blade met the rusted iron of the knight with a sharp burst of sparks. The impact vibrated through Sophie’s arms, but the supernatural strength flowing from her mark absorbed the shock. The knight fought with a mechanical, tireless precision and superhuman strength. He didn't tire, he didn't hesitate, and most importantly, he didn't feel pain as their blows met again and again.

Sophie danced around him, her long coat whirling and exposing glimpses of her bare flesh. She slashed at the gaps in his armor. Temptress bit deep, drawing out a black, congealed ichor that smelled like an open grave, but the knight ignored the wounds.

He riposted with a downward strike that Sophie barely parried. The force of it drove her to one knee, the stone cracking beneath her knee boot’s guard. She snarled, the mark on her neck pounding to the tempo of her heart. Her jaw tightened as she stared into that glowing visor of the knight’s helm.

He was a match for her speed. She needed to test the knight’s strength. She tapped into the deep reservoir of energy within her. She felt her lovers within her. Their ecstasy transformed into raw vitality.

She surged upward, catching the flat of his blade with her own and sliding it away with a screech of metal. She drove her shoulder into his chest, the impact sounding like two boulders colliding. His corroded plate yielded to her shoulder, crumpling and deforming inward, and black ichor spewed from his visor. The knight stumbled back, his heavy boots grinding into the basalt. Sophie didn't give him a second to recover. She hammered at his guard, the ringing of weapons echoing through the fog. She kicked his dented greave, buckling the metal until his leg gave out with a sickening metallic crunch.

The knight let out a gurgling sound of frustration that rattled Sophie’s skull. He swung his saber in a desperate, wide arc, trying to catch her at the waist.

Sophie didn't duck this time.

She dropped Temptress and caught the knight's wrist with both hands.

The cold, jagged metal of his gauntlet bit into her palms, but she held fast, her fingers sinking into the rusted plates. She channeled every ounce of the darkborne energy she had stored, the desperate, resilient power of Retchid, the raw animal fury of the wolf, the refined, electric lust of the gala. She visualized the pressure inside her, the sloshing reservoir of seed and magic, and she turned the valve wide open.

She twisted his arm. The sound of snapping bone, or whatever rotted timber remained inside his armor, like a tree limb breaking in a storm. The knight let out a hollow, metallic shriek as Sophie wrenched the heavy saber from his grip and tossed it aside.

She didn't stop there. She tightened her grip on his gauntlet and squeezed. The steel crumpled under her fingers, black ichor spraying out from the joints and staining her white gloves. She crushed his forearm into a pulp of twisted metal and splinters of black bone.

The knight stumbled back, stunned by the damage she had wrought with her body. The blue light in his eyes flickered and he swayed uncertainly, one arm hanging limp as black goop continued to drool from his ruined hand. Sophie snatched Temptress from the stones.

She brought her blade down in a massive overhead strike, fueled by the full, crushing weight of her darkborne fury.

The silver blade bit into the center of the knight's helmet. It didn't stop. It sliced through the cold iron, through the rotted skull beneath, down through the breastplate, the rotted spine, the pelvis, and the groin.

The knight fell in two halves, his foul residue leaking out from the splintered tomb of his armor, leaving a puddle like tar and an empty husk. He did not move again.

Sophie stood over the knight’s remains, panting, her hair a wild, dark mane around her flushed face. Her skin was glowing with a faint, luminous violet hue, and the mark on her neck was pulsing through her skin, visible even to those who might not be attuned to see it.

"You should have taken the kiss," she whispered. "Or just let me in the door. I was on the guest list.”

A massive bronze gong sounded from deep within the Citadel. The vibration traveled through the soles of Sophie’s boots, rattling her and settling in the pit of her stomach.

The iron doors of the keep groaned, their ancient hinges screaming in protest as they began to rumble open. They revealed a yawning chasm of darkness, lit intermittently by flickering torches that burned with a cold, blue flame.

Sophie sheathed Temptress and wiped a smear of black fluid from her cheek with the back of her hand. Some of her supernatural strength remained, but she had expended quite a bit in her duel with the rusty knight. Perhaps too much.

As she entered the Dread Court, she suspected she would need more of that power sooner rather than later.
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An Audience with Monsters

The massive iron doors sealed behind Sophie with a finality that felt like a giant coffin lid being slammed shut. There was silence among the blue torchlight and then the echoing boom of the gong sounded again, vibrating in Sophie’s marrow and seeming to harmonize with the darkborne power still residing in her body.

She turned from the doors that had closed behind her and faced the hall again.

“Hello?” She called out to the dancing shadows among the blue glow. “I’ve been invited here! Do you have something else you want me to kill or are you going to welcome me to…”

Her words trailed off as a figure emerged down the hallway. Fear tightened in her stomach. This was not some sentinel left behind to cull the weak. He was towering, at least half again as tall as Sophie, pale muscle draped in a tattered hood of gray linen. His skin was the color of curdled milk, translucent enough in the torchlight to reveal the sluggish, ink-black crawl of veins beneath the surface. He had no face, or if he did, it was hidden so deep within the shadows of his cowl that it left only a hint of a sharp chin scarred with burns.

It was this slender giant’s unpleasantly long arms and huge hands that made Sophie’s mark flare with a defensive heat. These were arms that could outreach a claymore and hands that looked as if they could envelop Sophie’s head. His knuckles were like stones set beneath his parchment flesh and it was easy enough to imagine those hands wrapping around her neck and crushing her windpipe.

She reached for her sword but did not unsheathe it yet. Her heart hammered. The mark on her neck pulsed with her fear.

The giant stopped ten paces from her, his gray cloak fluttering in the chill of the hallway.

"I am the Strangler," he rasped. His voice was deep monotone that offered no inflection or hint of emotion. "Follow."

“The Strangler, huh? Trade name?” Sophie adjusted the belt of Temptress, the silver blade pulsing against her hip in a comforting rhythm. "Lead on, big man.”

The Strangler gave no response to her quip. He simply turned, his long, gray robes swirling around his long legs as he began to walk into the depths of the fortress.

Sophie followed, her boots clicking sharply against the stone floor. The Strangler moved with a loping gait, his long arms swinging slightly, those huge hands low enough to nearly touch his knees standing up straight. The mark on the back of Sophie’s neck answered his presence with a perverse snarl of heat. Her mind wandered to the sinful ways the giant’s unusual anatomy could crush pleasure instead of the breath from her body.

After a long walk and a long silence, the giant spoke.

"The Seven await," the Strangler stated without looking back. "Do not speak. Do not draw steel. Or you die."

"I'll try to contain my excitement," Sophie murmured.

They reached a second set of doors. These seemed to be a solid mass of fused bone, entire skeletons intertwined and somehow fused into two massive murals of death. The bones were in turn carved with depictions of a great harvest, but the crops being gathered were human souls, their faces twisted in expressions that might have been agony or ecstasy. The doors were thirty feet tall, and as the Strangler approached, he raised one hand in a casual gesture.

The doors swung inward without a sound. She could sense the vast emptiness of the room beyond.

Sophie followed the Strangler through the doors and felt a sudden vertiginous terror at the immensity of this unholy place.

She was entering a place that few humans had ever seen, stepping into a forbidden cathedral of perdition. It was a circular chamber, vast enough to hold an army, with tiers of obsidian benches climbing the walls like a stadium for ghosts. The floor was a mosaic of ten thousand humanlike faces, masks or perhaps trapped souls frozen in agony, their hollow eyes all pointed toward the center of the room.

Sophie sniffed. There was a cloying incense aroma in the air, smoke issuing from several large, golden censers. The drifting smell of exotic perfumes could not cover an underlying musk of wrongness. Of festering wounds and unwholesome bodies.

The Strangler moved to the center of the room, his long arm pointing toward the semi-circle of thrones. Sophie’s breath caught in her throat as she saw the menagerie of figures seated in those high-backed chairs like kings at a tournament. These were the servants of the Old Gods. The chosen representatives in the mortal world of intelligences older than time itself. To gaze upon them was to gaze upon the masks worn by inscrutable beings of the Realm of Darkness. Yet Sophie bore their mark on her neck. She was not entirely of the realm of mortals.

The Stranger began the introductions in his deep, dead monotone.

"Lord Folgath," the Strangler said, voice booming and echoing unpleasantly in the vast cathedral. "Despair."

The figure on the far left was a withered elven king, his skin so cold it seemed almost blue. His eyes were nothing more than weeping pits of gray fluid that ran down his cheeks like permanent tears. He was draped in layers of funeral shrouds that rippled and moved with a life of their own. He lowered his chin and looked down at Sophie, staring with the eyeless, weeping voids that peered through her to every trace of her misery.

She stifled a gasp of despair, her jaw clenching.

"Lord Chuloggeth," the Strangler continued, shifting his finger to point at the next figure seated in one of the high-backed thrones. "Gluttony."

Chuloggeth was a repulsive mass of shifting, oily fat and weeping mouths. Folds of yellow skin, naked save for the golden chains of several amulets, draped over the obsidian throne like melting wax. This loathsome mound bore a dozen mouths, some human, some with rows of jagged teeth, opened and closed in a mindless rhythm like the mouths of fish gasping in the bottom of a boat. They dripped a thick, translucent fluid that pooled on the mosaic floor. Chuloggeth turned two dozen scattered eyes toward Sophie, his mouths twitching.

"Milk," one of the mouths wetly whispered. Another took up the word, "Milk. She carries... milk.” Still another rasped, “Thirsty. We are thirsty. We are hungry."

Sophie felt a shiver of revulsion. The mark on her neck flared, as if beckoning to her to give in to the dread lord’s thirst. To tear open her armored bodice and offer her spurting breast to those hungry mouths.

She fought down the perverse impulse. She stared back at the dread lord, her chin high, despite the way the Lord of Gluttony’s scattered gaze felt like a slimy tongue on her skin.

"Lady Sylana," the Strangler rasped, drawing Sophie’s attention to the next figure. "Pain."

There was little for Sophie see of the lady of pain. Sylana was encased in an iron maiden with an exaggerated feminine curvature. It served as her prison, her skin visible only through the cruel gaps where the spikes pierced her from within and pressed against the outer plate. Blood stained the metal and continued to trickle from the seams. She did not move, but rattling of her breath could be heard from within the torture device. She was the embodiment of the pain that fuels the soul.

Sylana was so devoted to one of these unknowable gods that she would live for eternity in a torture device. Or perhaps she would live only briefly and be replaced with another zealous follower. Either prospect terrified Sophie.

"Prince Vulzaron," the Strangler said. "Decay."

Vulzaron was a sallow, pale goblin with the poise of a jaded nobleman. He wore a suit of tattered purple velvet and lace that seemed far too large for his wiry frame, his oversized, pointed ears twitching beneath a powdered wig. His skin was the color of a rotting peach, and his fingers were unnaturally long, stained dark with the fresh entrails of a small animal he was idly gutting with his sharp nails. He didn't look up at Sophie, but his thin, blue-tinged lips curled back to reveal a row of needle-like teeth in a soft hiss of acknow.

"Countess Demetria," the Strangler announced. "Vanity."

Demetria possessed an exquisite hourglass physique and was resplendent in dark finery accentuated with wine red roses and brimming with her ample curves. Curly blonde hair spilled down to her shoulders from beneath a mask made of a single, unbroken mirror. As Sophie gazed up at the woman, some trick of the angle or magic of the mask caused Sophie’s face to be reflected, perfectly framed, as though she were Demetria. Demetria sat perfectly still, her gloved hands folded in her lap.

"Lady Rowena," the Strangler said, his voice dropping as he reached the sixth throne. “Perversion.”

Sophie’s eyes hardened as the giant so casually announced the name of the woman who had killed Sophie’s mother and father and cursed Sophie and her sister. She had to force herself to look at the woman who she hated with every fiber of her being.

Rowena had been transformed. She was no longer just the beautiful, treacherous woman who had haunted Sophie's childhood. She had been elevated by her patron god into something gargantuan.

She loomed in her throne even larger than the Strangler, her proportions voluptuous and terrifying. Her skin was the color of a winter moon, stark and bloodless, contrasting with the wide-brimmed black hat that cast a deep shadow over her eyes. She wore a sheer gown of smoky black silk that turned her luscious curves into an undulating gray terrain.

She was a corpselike titan of the boudoir.

Sophie felt a surge of pure hatred. This was the woman who had poisoned her mother, seduced her father into a slow, wasting death, and branded her and Margaret with the maddening mark of the darkborne.

Rowena smiled as Sophie entered, her teeth white, canines like daggers, glinting in the gloom.

"Sophia," Rowena said, her voice a low, resonant purr that filled the chamber. "I was so delighted to learn you were paying us a visit. I was just telling the others how much I missed our little family dinners. You always did have such an appetite for drama. Have you come to thank me for the gift I gave you?"

Sophie stopped in the center of the room, her hand resting naturally on the hilt of Temptress. She stood tall, her armor-clad bust heaving.

"All of that scheming and treachery just to sit around an empty cathedral," said Sophie, barely restraining the heat of her hatred from her voice. Sophie asked, her voice steady. "It hardly seems worth killing my mother and father just to be the lapdog of some moldering corpse god.”

A few of the others on the Dread Court murmured with outrage. Rowena laughed.

She leaned forward, her massive breasts straining against the sheer silk. Nipples as thick as Sophie’s thumb standing out stiff against the fabric.

"It was hardly any effort at all. Your mother was so innocent and trusting and your father, well, like most men, he thought with his cock.”

“And my sister?” Sophie demanded through clenched teeth, her body trembling with the urge to leap at Rowena and cut her throat.

“Not like you, my lovely Sophia. A vessel that simply couldn't hold the wine I offered. She cracked under the pressure and fell into the hands of the church. But look at you... you're a vintage all your own. Blessed, marked, and overflowing with the very essence of the Old One."

Rowena’s single visible eye, a cold, predatory blue, swept over Sophie’s form. She lingered on the curve of Sophie’s hips and the heavy, laden fullness of Sophie’s breasts.

"You smell of perversity, child. You are already on the path to serve the Old One. Do not feign indifference. You’ve been busy feeding that little brand of mine. You’re practically glowing with the heat of it."

Sophie’s grip tightened on her sword. "The power in me is not yours. It does not belong to some dead god. It is mine. And I’m going to use the power it gives me to tear your heart out."

"The Sovereign," boomed the voice of the Strangler. “Chosen by the Court to sit in judgment.” He interrupted the moment to point at the highest of the thrones.

The Sovereign was a figure wrapped in shadows so dense they seemed to have mass, swirling around his obsidian chair like smoke. He wore a crown of jagged iron atop the black shadows of his cloak. When he spoke, his voice resonated directly in the stones.

"The Marked One has passed the first gate,” he intoned. “She has destroyed the sentinel. She was given a letter of introduction from the Lady Delpaire."

The Sovereign gestured toward the Strangler. The Strangler turned to Sophie and held out one giant hand. She reached into her bodice and brought out the folded letter from the Baroness. The hooded humanoid stepped forward, presenting the scroll case Sophie had carried.

“We do not care,” Chuloggeth from one mouth. Another continued, “Delpaire is nothing. Delpaire is gone from us.”

“Not on the court,” added Prince Vulzaron with a dismissive wave. “Not care about her letter.”

"The ancient rules of hospitality must be observed," the Sovereign declared. "Even for a mortal harlot who reeks of beastly seed."

"Hospitality?" The lord of gluttony gurgled. "She looks like a feast to me. Milk. Give us milk."

"She is a guest," the Sovereign corrected. "Until she proves herself a trespasser. She has won that right by passing the sentinel. Speak, Sophia Almodóvar. Why have you come to the Citadel of the Dread Court?"

Sophie took one step towards the Sovereign, ignoring the glare from the Strangler at her impertinence and the lusty malice of Rowena.

"I come to claim my sister, Margaret. And I come to take the seat that Pater Scibberas thinks he has earned with his lies and his sacrifices."

A murmur of genuine surprise rippled through the Court. Rowena’s smile widened, her massive frame trembling with amusement.

"A seat?" Rowena whispered. "You think you can sit among the chosen, little girl? You are a wineskin, Sophia. A vessel to be drained and discarded. You do not belong among the demigods on this court."

"I say that I am,” replied Sophie, meeting her former stepmother’s gaze. “I can slay any who claim I am not worthy.”

“Violence alone does not earn you a seat among us.” The Sovereign leaned forward, revealing a hint of a skeletal face beneath the shadows. "To claim a seat, one must have a sponsor. One must serve an Old God. Who is your patron, Sophia Almodóvar? Whose name do you bring to this table?"

Sophie went still. She didn't have an answer. She had the mark, she had the power it gave her and the energy shad consumed, but she served no one. Only Mardoch, in truth, a new god, and one who presided over a church that would not have her. She was an outcast.

"She has no one!" a voice shrieked.

From a side door stepped Pater Scibberas. He looked gaunt, his black robes dusty and torn, but his eyes burned with madness. Sophie had feared he might beat her to the Dread Court. The thought that he might arrive at nearly the same moment had not crossed her mind.

"She is a parasite, Sovereign!" Scibberas shouted. "She steals the essence of others to quench her own animal lust and nothing more! I have communed in the sacred jungle. I have brought the true light of the Great Hunger! I have a patron who demands to be heard!"

Scibberas bowed low. "I have sacrificed for this seat. I have burned the weak. I am the voice of the Hunger! I serve the Ravenous One."

Rowena nodded. "Scibberas has proven his worth. Sophia, however, is merely a trespasser. Strangler, remove her. Let Chuloggeth feast upon her if he desires."

The Strangler flexed his fingers and turned towards Sophie.

“I will not let him offer up my sister as a sacrifice!”

Sophie’s hand flew to the hilt of Temptress. She was ready to fight them all. She felt the energy in her gut surging, a hot, liquid pressure.

Wait.

The word wasn't spoken aloud. It was a cold, liquid whisper that echoed directly inside Sophie’s mind, originating from the mark on her neck. It felt like a spectral tongue licking her brain.

The temperature in the room plummeted. The blue torches flickered and died, replaced by a luminous deep ocean darkness.

The Dread Lords froze. Even the Sovereign was motionless.

Floating in the air behind Sophie was a presence that defied the human mind’s ability to describe. It was the outline of a woman made of the depths of dreams. Beneath this rippling skin was a night sky’s worth of radiant organs and pulsating structures. Her head was a crown of rippling tentacles and her eyes opened upon the infinite. Her bare breasts trickled with droplets of liquid eternity that broke free from her nipples and drifted into the air around her, swirling and dissipating. She was a giant. An Old One. And Sophie had met her before.

The Daughter of the Void.

She didn't speak with a voice, but her words were clear in the minds of all in the room and her presence was humbling even to the demigods who sat upon their thrones.

"I claim her. I am her patron.”

The whisper was so loud in their minds that it made Scibberas stagger, clutching his ears, for what good that would do. Rowena recoiled, her massive breasts jiggling as she fell back against her throne with genuine fear.

“Daughter… of the Void,” spoke the Sovereign, his voice seeming small and pitiful compared to the goddess’s resonating mind speak. “I mean you no… disrespect… but you are among the Forgotten. No human or other sentient servant has offered to stand for you upon the court in millennia. There is no precedent for…”

A silencing wave cold emanated from the Daughter of the Void. The giant entity floated closer to Sophie. Her arms wrapped around Sophie’s shoulders, cold and tingling against her bare skin. To glance at the goddess looming over her was to feel herself dangling over a precipice of madness. She focused her attention on the Sovereign even as the mark on her neck flared with a spectral light that pulsated with the same rhythm as the organs within the goddess.

"You cannot defy me,” spoke the Daughter of the Void, her words beating against the minds of all within the room. “Your memory is limited, mine is not. I recall your ways. She is my chosen. She will walk the trials."

The Daughter of the Void leaned down, her translucent form overlapping with Sophie’s. Sophie felt the press of huge spectral breasts against her back, a soft, weightless pressure that sent ripples of pleasure through her spine. Phantom milk trickled down Sophie’s shoulders and disappeared like smoke.

To seal her blessing, the Daughter pressed her spectral lips to the nape of Sophie’s neck, right over the mark.

Sophie let out a strangled moan, her eyes rolling back as a wave of cosmic energy flooded her system, mingling with the seed and magic already there. It was an infusion of ecstasy. A wracking, shocking thrust of pleasure that condensed a thousand torrid night into a single press of the lips of the Daughter of the Void. Sophie felt herself being remade, her limits pushed further than she ever thought possible. The Daughter’s tongue, a sliver of cold light, licked the mark, anointing it with the essence of that nether place.

The pleasure was agonizing. Sophie arched against the Old One. She clawed at her armor and howled a wordless cry of immortal ecstasy. She slid to her knees and her mind disintegrated in blinding rush of ecstasy. She was pure, carnal pleasure for one thousand years.

Only moments had passed as she opened her eyes.

The Daughter of the Void was gone. The torches sputtered back to life.

The Throne Room was silent. The Dread Lords looked at each other with terror. The Daughter of the Void had not had a seat on the Court in thousands of years. But they could not defy a goddess who appeared before them.

The Sovereign cleared his throat. "The Daughter of the Void has spoken. She stakes her claim in competition with The Hunger. The trials will decide the seat. Scibberas and Almodóvar will prove their worthiness to the Old Gods. A seat for the victor. A pyre for the loser."

Rowena regained her composure, though her hands were still shaking. She shot a look of pure venom at Sophie. "Very well. Let them enter the depths. One returns to sit at this table. The other as the sacrifice."

She looked at Scibberas, then back at Sophie. Her smile returned, thinner and more desperate.

"And since you are so eager for family, Sophia... look up."

Sophie looked up, past the thrones and the bone pillars. Something was being lowered from the dark dome of the ceiling.

Above the Sovereign’s seat, suspended by chains of blackened iron, was a massive violet crystal.

Within, frozen in a silent scream of absolute terror, was Margaret.

It had been ten long years since she had looked upon Margaret’s face outside of her nightmares. Her younger sister seemed so small and fragile in the crystalline prison. Her dark hair was matted, her skin deathly pale, her brown eyes wide and staring at nothing. But Sophie could see her as she was. The pretty young woman, destined to marry a prince or sail Aropa as an explorer. A star, dimmed by madness, imprisoned in crystal.

"Margaret!" Sophie cried, taking a desperate step toward the thrones.

The Strangler’s huge hand lashed out with a blur of motion, catching Sophie’s wrist and pinning her arm to her side. He didn't tighten his grip, he simply held it there, his monotone voice chillingly flat.

"The trials first."

"She is the prize, Sophia," Rowena purred. "Save her, and you save yourself. Fail... and she will be the first course at the inauguration dinner. The suckling pig offered by Pater Scibberas as his tribute to the Dread Court."

“Sweet flesh,” Chuloggeth gurgled.

Sophie glared hatefully at Rowena but said nothing.

"It has been quite some time since we have seen a contested ascension," said the Sovereign. "The laws are clear. Two must enter the bowels of the Citadel. Each must prove themselves in the face of what dwells below us. The Chalice of the Court waits where it always does, locked away in the Chamber of the Eternal. You will bring the chalice to us so that you may drink of our blood and become immortal. The one who returns first with the chalice will sit. The one who returns second shall be burned as the first sacrifice to the winner’s patron."

He pointed to two doors at the back of the chamber.

"Go now. It has begun.”

Scibberas didn't wait. He scrambled toward the left-hand door. He shot Sophie one last look of pure contempt, made a mocking sign of the four pillars, and plunged through the door and into the darkness.

Sophie stood for a moment, her breath hitching as she stared at the crystal. At her sister. She felt the Daughter of the Void’s cold touch still lingering on her skin. She felt the weight of the essence she carried, now supercharged.

"I am coming for you, Margaret," Sophie whispered.

She turned and walked toward the right-hand door. The Strangler followed her to the threshold.

“Good luck, dearest Sophia,” called Rowena in a singsong voice.

Sophie shut her eyes. The memory of her mother’s pale, wasting face flickered in her mind. The sheet, like a veil, pulled across her sunken features. Her father murdered. Her sister, and her own body, defiled.

Saving Margaret was Sophie’s sword duty. Killing Rowena would be her reward.

She opened the door and began her descent.
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Beast in the City

The door closed behind Sophie and vanished into the seamless obsidian of the wall. A single torch sparked to life, casting its blue glow over the staircase that stretched before her into the darkness. Sophie plucked the torch from its sconce and began her long descent.

"One step at a time," she whispered, her voice sounding thin against the ominous rush of the dark. "Free Margaret. Kill Rowena. Destroy the Dread Court.”

And so she went, for a time, following the winding staircase deeper and deeper until she could feel the throb of the underworld pulsing beneath her boots. The stairs became rougher, narrower, the descent more vertical, until she was climbing down notches cut into the side of a yawning chasm that seemed to drop straight down into a distant meridian of fire.

Sophie climbed down, her boots scraping against the slick, sweating stone. Her view of a burning river below was replaced with cold air and wet stone as she followed a descending tunnel. There was a foul sepulchral odor in the air. The stench of a tomb that had been sealed for an eternity and then pried open by something hungry.

After an hour of climbing through fissures that threatened to crush her ribs and sliding across piles of ancient, soot-stained rubble, the tunnel suddenly opened into a space that defied even the architecture of the Dread Court.

She stopped at the edge of a precipice, her breath hitching in her throat. Some trick of reflected moonlight illuminated a vast and ancient cavern that sprawled below her. Within that cavern lay a desolate city. A grim, forgotten wonder of silent, dark streets and twisting towers that looked as if they had been grown out of the stone. This was a place wrought of magic. A place abandoned and forsaken, that had fallen long before mankind walked the earth.

The stone captured the ambient magical energy of the deep earth, glowing with a soft, pearlescent light that filled the cavern with a dreamlike twilight. Bridges of arched bone, or something indistinguishable from bone, connected plazas paved in dark obsidian. In the center of the abandoned city loomed a massive temple shaped like a coiled serpent, its scales glittering with embedded gems.

Sophie peered across the yawning cavern. In the distance, a tiny, flickering blue light moved across a bridge of black glass. Pater Scibberas. The priest looked like a desperate cockroach scurrying in a temple, his torch a pathetic spark against the vastness of the chthonic ruins.

"There you are, you bastard," Sophie hissed, her fingers curling around the hilt of Temptress.

The mark on her neck gave a sharp, purposeful tug. It wasn't drawing her toward Scibberas. Not yet. It was pulling her toward the floor of the city, toward the shadows of the milk-white towers.

The descent from the ridge took another hour of grueling physical effort. Sophie’s supercharged muscles barely registered the strain, but the psychological weight of the silence was beginning to fray her nerves. The city was empty, every rock knocked loose by her boots fell and echoed endlessly through the streets. Yet, all the same, the city felt inhabited. Every archway felt like an open mouth and every dusty crystalline window felt like a watching eye.

She reached the floor of the ruins and stepped onto a wide boulevard lined with statues. They were faceless warriors, rendered in a lithe and unnervingly inhuman style, five times her height, their hands all pointing toward the central serpent temple. As she walked past them, she saw the reliefs on the walls of the surrounding buildings.

Sophie stopped, her violet-glowing fingers tracing the carvings. They didn't show the wars of Aropa or the rise of the pillars. They showed a white sky, and then a jagged, black shape, a shard of absolute darkness, falling from the heavens. The carvings depicted the world being torn asunder, and these men not fleeing in terror, but marching into the depths with expressions of ecstatic awe. They weren't hiding, they were following a light into the deep.

The Old Ones had called them here. And then? What became of this great city?

The stone felt warm under her touch. Welcome home, a voice seemed to whisper in the back of her mind. A voice that sounded almost like the Daughter of the Void but was not her. The membrane that held back the Realm of Darkness was very thin in this place. The ghosts of gods were watching her.

Sophie pulled her hand away from the warm stone, her heart pounding with fear she fought to suppress.

A low, bestial growl issued from the darkness behind her.

Sophie spun around, drawing Temptress. The silver blade caught the pearlescent glow of the buildings, flashing in the darkness. Something was there in the shadows. Something coming for her.

"Show yourself!"

The sound came again, a rasping, wet breath that seemed to be coming from the shadows of an amphitheater wall to her right. Sophie narrowed her eyes, scanning the gloom. At first, she saw nothing but the shifting gray fog that clung to the ruins. Then, she saw the eyes.

A pair of glowing red eyes, burning like coals in the dark, stared at her from the shadows. And then, framing the first pair, a second pair of red eyes opened. Four eyes. Blood-red and tracking her with a singular, hungry focus.

A massive shape detached itself from the shadows and stepped into the moonlit avenue.

It was a hellhound, but the term felt inadequate. This was not some sinborne creature of simple savagery. It was nearly the size of a mule, its body covered in short black fur that absorbed the light. It stood on four powerful, clawed legs, but while its back legs ended in massive paws, its forelegs ended in articulated clawed hands covered in fur. Its jaws opened revealing a perfect predatory smile. Its teeth parted, it growled a third time, and a long, prehensile tongue, pink and dripping with a thick, translucent saliva, tasted the air like a serpent.

Sophie might have been ready to fight such a creature, particularly imbued with the blessing of the Daughter of the Void, but the beast’s scent made her knees tremble. It was a wild musk of forbidden power. It was the scent of the Baroness’s gala, of Retchid’s desperation, and of the werewolf’s knot, all condensed into a single aura of untrammeled lust.

The hellhound prowled toward her, its four red eyes fixed on her heaving chest. It wasn't looking at her as a meal.

It was looking at her as a mate.

Sophie felt the mark on her neck roar in response. The overcharged energy she had been carrying leaped to life. Her own body betrayed her, her pussy pulsing with a sudden, drenching wetness.

"Stay back," Sophie warned, raising her guard, though her voice lacked its usual steel.

The hellhound let out a low, vibrating whine. Its massive cock, a tapered, red pillar of animal lust, slid from its furred sheath. It was enormous, thick as Sophie’s bicep, bobbing slightly with each step as it dripped a clear fluid onto the paving beneath its massive body.

The hound lunged.

Sophie should have slashed the beast open as it leapt, but some impulse held Temptress back. Instead, she tried to duck, but the beast was too fast.

It tackled her. It slammed its massive chest into her, pinning her to the cold stone floor. Its furry, human-like hands grabbed her wrists, pinning them above her head with a strength that rivaled her own. The weight was crushing, but the sensation of those five-fingered hands on her skin sent a jolt of arousal through her.

The beast’s long, prehensile tongue lashed out. It dragged across her face, hot and heavy, and sought her mouth.

Sophie cried out beneath the beastly weight and the hound shoved the thick, wet muscle between her lips, invading her mouth with a raunchy slurp. The foul potency of its saliva overwhelmed her senses. The tongue was incredibly strong, swirling around her own, probing her throat and the roof of her mouth with a hungry enthusiasm.

Sophie tried to turn her head, but she could not escape the curling length of the tongue. She found herself responding, slurping back at the intrusive muscle, her own tongue dueling with the beast’s in a hot, wet tangle of saliva.

"Mmmph!" Sophie moaned, her eyes rolling back as the beast’s tongue explored her. The raunchy slurps echoed in the silence of the city. The hellhound pulled back for a second, a string of thick spit connecting them, before its tongue licked down her neck and over the rim of her armored bodice.

"You want me, you big, ugly bastard?" Sophie gasped, her eyes flying open as she felt the beast’s heat against her inner thighs.

She reached for the laces of her leather breeches with her free hand, the beast releasing one of her wrists to let her work. She yanked her pants down to her knees, exposing her wet, aching cunt to the cold air of the dead city. The sight of her flesh drove the beast into a frenzy.

The hellhound adjusted its position, moving its legs to straddle her. Those furry hands moved to her thighs, spreading them wide, the fingers digging into her soft skin. Its massive, red cock nudged at her entrance.

"Take it," Sophie commanded, her back arching. “Do it!! What are you waiting for?”

The beast thrust forward.

The hellhound’s massive red cock invaded her with a merciless plunge. Sophie screamed in shock, the sound jagged as it reverberated through the ruins. The beast hunched over her, his tongue lolling as he thrust to the root into her slick cunt. His cock filled tested the limits of a body accustomed to dealing with supernatural lust. The ridges of his cock massaged her inner walls and his tip beat against her womb. The furry root of him rubbed maddeningly against her clit and her tender mound.

But it was not painful. She gasped in ecstasy, recovering some of her senses and raising her hips to meet the beast’s downward thrust. They found a rhythm in the dark, two unlike halves to a single being of rutting pleasure.

As the beast hammered into her, Sophie felt the pressure building. He was driving himself to the absolute hilt, his furry hands lifting her hips to slam her against his furry groin. His furry bollocks beating against her ass.

Then, just as his thrusts became short and frantic, the base of his cock began to swell.

The knot. She had experienced such a thing before, of course, but this was different. Dangerous.

His massive, hard bulb of flesh expanded rapidly as it pushed past her cuntlips. Sophie felt her entrance stretching to its absolute limit, the muscle burning as it was forced to accommodate the intrusion. She pushed upwards against him, her legs around his dark furred body and her heels digging into the beast’s back.

"Knot me!" she screamed. "Do it! Ohhhh… by the hells! I can take it!”

The hound roared and drove deep one final time. With a wet, audible squelch, the knot popped fully past her folds, locking him firmly inside her cunt just before the eruption hit.

Then, with a deafening howl from the hellhound, the unholy baptism of Sophie’s womb commenced.

Sophie wailed as the first jet hit her cervix. A concentrated blast of searingly hot seed that drenched her inner walls and coated the passage to her womb. This was beyond a sinborne flood. This was tainted, darkborne corruption, feeding the mark on her neck as it gushed into her quaking cove. Pulse after pulse until the cum was adding to the pressure against her womb.

“Yessss… ohhhhh… don’t stop… don’t… yessss! Keep filling me! Mmmmm!”

Her mouth fell open and the beast’s slimy tongue thrust past her lips. She moaned and sucked around it, bucking beneath the hellhound’s furry body as she began to cum.

The volume was impossible. It felt as though a river had been diverted into her core. The hot, musky fluid swirled inside her, coating every ripple of her internal walls with a thick, yellowish slime that flooded her mark with power. The tide overflowed her womb, backwashing around the girth of the beast's shaft, past the knot, and leaking out through her lips in heavy, slopping white ropes that drenched the obsidian floor.

"MMMM! Mardocchhh!" Sophie screamed, her mouth full of beastly tongue as waves of ecstasy wracked her body.

She was drowning in it. The heat was so intense she felt like she was being boiled from the inside out. The beast continued to convulse, its knot swelling even larger, anchoring it to her while it emptied its throbbing bollocks. It was endless. Pump after pump of pulsing, gushing release. Sophie’s eyes rolled back until only the whites showed, her body locked in a continuous spasm of pleasure as her darkborne mark feasted.

“Mmmmmm! Mmmmmnnmmm!” She moaned around the thrusting tongue before it finally pulled free of her swollen lips, trailing salvia over her face and heaving breasts.

Beasly cum slopped over her thighs, coating her trembling skin and dripping down to pool beneath her. She was cumming with him. Again and again, a continuous, mind-breaking ecstasy. Her lungs burning with exertion as she gasped for air in the thick, musky atmosphere of the mating.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of being flooded, the beast’s pulses slowed. It let out a long, shuddering sigh, its head falling onto Sophie’s shoulder, its tongue giving her neck a final, lazy lick.

When the knot subsided enough for him to pull free, the withdrawal was a wet, sucking sound loud enough to echo. A massive, high-pressure gush of thick, frothing beast-seed followed the cock out, a waterfall of white fluid that splattered across the ancient paving stones.

Sophie lay helpless, her legs still splayed, her body bloated with the weight of the beast’s donation. Stunned, but energized and alive.

In its post-coital haze, the beast staggered back mis-stepped, tumbling unexpectedly into a hole just beside the boulevard with a pained yelp.

Sophie lay there, gasping, her body steaming in the cold subterranean air. She felt invincible. The energy she had taken from the hound had combined with her previous reserves to create a brimming, vibrating power she had never quite felt before.

She stood up, her legs rock-steady despite the fluids dripping from her. She walked to the edge of what turned out to be a shallow, dry well.

"Hey," she called down. "Ugly. You still alive?"

A soft, mournful whine answered her.

Sophie reached down into the well. She didn't use a rope. She simply leaned over, her fingers digging into the stone rim for leverage, and grabbed the beast by the scruff of its furry neck. With a single, effortless tug of her supercharged arms, she hauled the massive hellhound out of the hole and back onto the boulevard.

The beast landed on its legs, shaking itself like a wet dog. It looked at Sophie with all four red eyes, its tail wagging tentatively. It lowered its head, nuzzling against her cum-smeared thigh.

Sophie looked down at it. She was still dripping with his seed, but the mark on her neck was buzzing with a new, specific demand. One load, no matter how incredibly massive, wasn't enough to seal the bond. She needed to take him again, but this time, it would be her choice.

"Come here, boy," Sophie whispered, her voice a low, enticing purr.

She knelt before the hound on the obsidian floor. The beast watched her, its red eyes glowing with wary interest. Sophie reached out slowly so as not to surprise the hellhound and took the beast’s retreating, semi-erect member in her hand. The skin was slick and very warm. A glob of milky yellow semen still gathered at the flared tip.

She began to stroke him, her touch firm and rhythmic. "You did so good for me. You gave me so much power. Now, I’m going to do something for you. We need to be family if we're going to survive this city."

The hellhound let out a low growl, its furry, human-like hands coming up to rest gently on Sophie’s shoulders. Its cock responded to her touch, swelling and lengthening until it was a vibrant, pulsating red once more.

Sophie didn't hesitate. She leaned forward and took the flared head of his beastly cock into her mouth.

Despite her extensive experience sucking cocks, she gagged slightly at the taste as the girth filled her mouth. She forced past her revulsion, her tongue swirling around the sensitive ridge of his glans. She used her hands to steady the shaft, pulling more of him in, her throat opening to accommodate the beast.

"Mmmmmmmnnnggkkk," Sophie moaned, the sound vibrating through the beast’s cock.

She sucked him with a relentless, mechanical intensity. She was a professional, a woman who knew exactly how to draw the pleasure out of a male, even if he was an ancient dark-tainted demon. She bobbed her head, her nose burying with each downward stroke in the black fur of his underbelly, her lips creating a tight, sliding seal. The raunchy, wet sounds of her slurping filled the silent boulevard.

The beast began to pant as she sucked. After a few more moments, the hellhound threw its head back and let out a long, shuddering howl that echoed through the moonlit towers. Its hands tightened on her shoulders, its nails pricking her skin. It began to thrust its hips forward, the movement slow and heavy, meeting her mouth with its animal urgency.

Sophie met him stroke for stroke. She was greedy, her mark flaring violet with every swallow of his salty pre-cum. She wanted to be filled again. She wanted to drink the very sweetness of his power.

As the beast neared its second peak, its breathing became a series of wet huffs. Sophie felt the heat building in the shaft, the internal pulse of his release. She gripped his heavy bollocks in her hand, squeezing them to encourage the flow. His knot swelled against her lips.

"Give it to me," she thought, her mouth working feverishly. "Seal the bond, you beautiful monster."

The hellhound erupted.

A massive, high-pressure jet of thick, hot spunk blasted into Sophie’s throat. It was even more violent than before, a rapid, pulsing torrent that threatened to choke her. Sophie didn't pull back. She clamped her lips tight, her eyes watering as she swallowed gulp after gulp of the beast’s hot essence.

It was like drinking liquid fire. The seed was thick, cloyingly sweet and salty, and filled with a dark, pulsating magic. Sophie’s mark on her neck screamed in triumph as she drained him. Every spurt that hit the back of her throat disappeared down to her stomach and sent a jolt of pleasure through her entire body.

She drank until the beast’s pulses faded into a slow, rhythmic twitch. Even then, she didn't let go. She used her tongue to lick away every stray drop, ensuring not a single bit of his power was wasted.

When she finally pulled back, a string of white, frothing fluid connected her lips to the beast's cock. Sophie’s chin was glazed with his seed, her lips swollen from the suction. She swallowed the last mouthful, feeling it slide down to join the rest of the massive load sloshing in her belly.

"Now," Sophie whispered, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "Now we're ready."

The hellhound stood up, its posture changing. It no longer prowled with a predatory crouch. It stood tall, its four red eyes scanning the streets ahead with a new, intelligent clarity. It nudged Sophie’s hand with its muzzle and then began to walk toward the serpent temple.

It stopped every few paces, looking back to make sure she was following. It growled at the shadows of the nearby buildings, its voice warning off the other, smaller things that skittered in the dark.

"Right then," Sophie said, picking up Temptress and sliding it back into its sheath. She pulled her leather breeches back up, cinching them over her cream-filled core. "Lead the way, boy."

They moved through the buried city, the harlot knight and her hellhound. She sensed danger all around her, but the beast led her true.

As they approached the central district, Sophie could see the torchlight ahead again. Scibberas was near the temple.

She felt the mark on her neck throb with a cold, focused intent. It hated him, even if it wasn’t strictly sentient.

"You have my permission to rip the throat out of that one," Sophie whispered to her hound.

The beast answered with a low growl like distant thunder that echoed through the dead streets, a promise of violence to come.

The serpent temple loomed ahead, its iridescent scales glittering in the moonlight of the deep world. The chalice awaited, and she would be the one to drink from it and take a seat on the Dread Court. She would save her sister with the power the position afforded her.

The boulevard ended at the base of a massive staircase that led up to the Serpent Temple. There was an unnerving realism to the serpent, as though its eyes might open and it might slither off its perch to devour her. She looked to the top of the stairs, wide enough for a hundred men to climb shoulder-to-shoulder, and saw the temple’s massive double doors.

And the man standing before them.

Pater Scibberas was staring at the temple doors and running one hand over them as if impatiently searching for a mechanism to force them open. He hadn't noticed her yet, or the beast at her side.

"Wait here," Sophie whispered to the hound.

The beast sat on its haunches, its four eyes tracking the priest with a silent malice.

Sophie began to climb the staircase. She moved silently, her boots making no sound on the pale stone. She was halfway to the priest when he finally turned.

Scibberas’s face drained of color, his eyes widening as he saw the faintly glowing woman he had pursued for weeks approaching him with her sword in hand.

"You!" he shrieked, his voice cracking. "How? The trials... the entities... you should be dead!"

"I have a knack for surviving," Sophie said, her voice echoing. "Especially when I’ve got friends in low places."

She jerked her head at the hellhound behind her. The beast stood up, letting out a bloodcurdling howl.

Scibberas stumbled back, nearly dropping his torch. "No! A darkhound? Two of them… my holy powers held them back. But that one should have feasted on your whore’s flesh!"

Sophie replied with a wicked smirk. "I offered him a preferable alternative."

She brandished Temptress, the silver blade humming with the energy she had taken from the beast.

"My trial isn't over, Scibberas. But yours has come to an end.”

The priest’s expression shifted from terror to a desperate, fanatical rage. He raised his hand, and a gout of black fire erupted from his palm. Whatever magic he was wielding now it was not the stuff of Mardoch.

"I am the salvation of Aropa!" he screamed. "I will not be denied my seat by some tainted whore!"

Sophie ducked the unnatural flames, the heat licking at her shoulders and nearly setting her hair alight. She charged the demented inquisitor.

“For Margaret! For my fucking sister!”

Sophie let the power residing in her core flow down her legs and out to her arms. It poured into Temptress, which bloomed with unholy phosphorescence. She ascended the stairs three at time, fairly flying up them towards the inquisitor.

Scibberas backed up toward the temple doors, panic on his face. He was panting, his eyes wild.

"You stupid… stupid girl! You think me evil? Cruel? Perhaps I am, but I still serve Mardoch! The Dread Court is the only way to save this world! The Hunger is coming! It must be fed! But if I can decide who feeds it—"

"Feed it your own soul," Sophie snarled.

Pater Scibberas howled with panic, casting another gout of black flame that surged towards Sophie. She was forced to duck again but threw herself with full force beneath the roaring flames. She caught the inquisitor with a shoulder check that drove the air from his lungs and sent him flying against the massive doors of the temple. The impact sent his torch spinning away into the darkness.

Sophie stood over him as he sagged against the door. She brought the glowing point of Temptress to his throat.

"Yield," she commanded. “Or die now.”

Scibberas looked up at her, a bloody grin on his face. "Yield? Oh, Sophia. I have come too far. Sacrificed too much. But you are a fool if you believe this is over."

The carvings on the temple began to glow with a nauseating green light. The stone serpent above them shifted, its gemstone eyes opening exactly as Sophie had imagined.

"The truth lies buried within, Sophia. The chalice will be mine!"

The bone doors groaned and began to swing inward. A wave of cold, stagnant air rushed out like the dying breath of some twisted titan. The wind carried a scent of musty wrongness that made even the hellhound whimper and retreat.

Sophie stood her ground, her sword raised.

Whatever was inside that temple, it was older than the builders of this place.

"See you inside, Sophia," Scibberas whispered, and then, in a sudden backpedal and a whirl of his cloak, he vanished into the green-lit darkness of the temple.

Sophie didn't hesitate. She stepped through the doors and gave chase to the fallen inquisitor.
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In the Breeder’s Web

Sophie traveled alone in the living temple. The hellhound, her four-eyed companion, had remained behind in the desolate plaza, either unwilling or unable to climb the steps and enter the temple by her side.

She felt a perverse fondness for the beast. It went beyond the double-dose of dark-touched energy she had taken from the hound. She had felt a kinship with him. She was born of the mortal realm and touched by the darkness, the hellhound was from the Realm of Sin and touched and twisted in a similar manner. She let her hand settle on her abdomen, feeling his seed still within her. His power still fueling her strength.

She would miss him. But she could not let his absence distract her.

The temple was filled with perils of its own. So vast that it seemed, impossibly, to be another city contained within the serpent temple.

She followed the winding path between towers of milky white stone, her boots clicking softly. The architecture here was becoming more organic, the walls bowing and twisting as if the impossible innards of the serpent were twisting into some impossible geometry.

Sophie slowed as she reached a wide, circular courtyard. In the center, a pile of charred remains sat like a morbid monument. They were little creatures. Cave goblins perhaps. The small, nasty, gray-skinned variety. But these hadn't died in a skirmish. They had been incinerated. Their skin was blackened and cracked, their tiny hands curled with their final agony. The smell of burnt flesh hung thick over the pile.

"Scibberas," Sophie whispered, her hand tightening on the hilt of Temptress. The priest was ahead, carving a path with his patron’s unholy fire. Killing everything that got in his way.

No, not everything.

In the dark void of one of the passages that entered the courtyard stood several gray-skinned figures. Hairless, bald, with long, pointed ears, large black eyes, and daggers in their hands. They were skinny, long-limbed, but only about half the height of Sophie.

They did not make them less of a danger. There seemed to be five of them, but she could not see beyond them into the deeper darkness. They were eyeing her warily, as if uncertain whether or not she was the one that had incinerated their kin.

Sophia...

The voice didn't come from the courtyard. It echoed inside her skull, a low, resonant purr that felt like a cold, wet finger tracing the mark on her neck.

You always were such a squeamish creature, child.

Sophie spun around, her back hitting a wall of milky white stone. "Rowena! Show yourself, you giant, treacherous bitch!"

I sit on the court, little bird, and my power is far greater than you can imagine within this Citadel. I am watching you, seeing you fumbling, enjoying the way you offer yourself up to beasts. How did that knot feel, my dear? Ha! But these beasts, these darklings, will not be content with your cunt.

“Be quiet!” Sophie hissed as the darklings began to edge into the courtyard.

“They are coming for you, little Sophia, and they will cut out your eyes and carve up your flesh. Right now... I am the reason you should start running.”

Suddenly, a wave of magical panic overwhelmed Sophie. It was not her own fear, it was a projected, soul-chilling terror that bypassed her reason and went straight to her body’s instinctual response. Her heart beat a frenzied rhythm against her ribs. The air seemed to turn into a liquid, and she felt as if she were drowning. The structures surrounding the courtyard seemed to lean inward in anticipation of her grisly demise.

Run, Sophia, Rowena’s voice whispered, dripping with a mock, maternal concern. Run before the hungry little ones with the sharp knives catch up to you.

Sophie didn't think. She couldn’t outthink the panic throbbing in her veins. She turned and bolted away from the courtyard, diving into a narrow inner alleyway choked with a thick, white mist that felt like wet cobwebs against her skin.

She ran until her lungs burned and her legs went numb, her boots slipping on a substance as oily as silk. She didn't notice the change in the walls. She didn't notice the way the carved basalt was being replaced by layers of thick, brownish-white padding.

She only noticed when she tried to take a lunging step forward and her foot didn't hit the ground.

Sophie’s momentum carried her into a vertical wall of sticky, translucent cables. She slammed into the mesh, her arms and legs splayed.

"Ugh! What… what is this?”

She tried to pull back, but the cables were stronger than iron and more adhesive than cold honey. Every struggle only served to entangle her further. The webbing was elastic, stretching and then snapping back, pinning her wrists to her sides and spreading her legs wide in a shameless, vertical display.

The magical panic cleared instantly, replaced by a cold, sharp dread that was entirely her own.

She took in her surroundings as if for the first time. She was suspended her full body’s length off the floor in a massive, vaulted chamber with walkways and toppled shelves. It might have once been a library devoted to the serpent god. Sophie could almost picture hushed monks traversing the walkways and chanting in ancient, forbidden languages.

But the books were gone, the shelves hidden behind a sea of thick, white webbing that crisscrossed the room in a dizzying pattern. The prevalent webbing made the air still and muffled, sounding as though it were filled with wool.

Sophie quickly realized she was far from the only occupant.

To her left, a human man hung in a cocoon of silk, his face the only thing visible. His eyes were wide and vacant, his skin the color of crumbling parchment. He looked shriveled, his body hollowed out as though something had sucked the very marrow from his bones, leaving only a leathery husk.

To her right, a female elf was suspended in a different kind of horror. Her torso was horribly, impossibly distended. Her stomach bulged in a way that made Sophie’s own seed-filled belly seem flat. She looked almost alive, but her eyes were wide and lifeless.

Through the elf’s stretched, translucent skin, Sophie could see movement. Dozens of small, twitching shapes. Even as Sophie watched, a jagged hole tore open in the elf’s side. A tiny, multi-legged thing, a spiderling the size of a fist, wriggled out through the wound. Its mandibles were dripping with the elf’s internal fluids. It began to gnaw on the ribcage of its mother with a wet crunching sound.

Sophie felt the bile rise in her throat. She refused to end up like either human or elf. She would escape those fates. She would break free. She struggled against the webbing, her supercharged muscles straining until the cables groaned and the corpses shook, but the silk held.

"Help!" croaked Sophie, the word dying in the vast, deadened space. “Somebody! Help me!”

“Help is on the way,” giggled Rowena, her voice like poison in Sophie’s mind.

A vibration traveled through the web. A rhythmic, heavy thrumming that Sophie felt in her teeth and her mark.

A shape descended from the darkness of the high ceiling.

It was a spider, but it was a god among its kind. It was the size of a small carriage, its eight-legged body as wide as it was long. It furry body was an earthy brown. It huge head sported two eyes, large and yellow, that seemed to take in everything, and six smaller, red eyes that focused their full predatory attention on Sophie’s fruitless struggle. Mandibles the size of scythes clicked with anticipation and dripped thick, paralytic venom.

“No… not that,” gasped Sophie, her struggles in the web intensifying.

The spider moved with silent efficiency, its legs ending in sharp, hooked claws that perfectly gripped the cable-thick strands of the web. The giant spider skittered across the vertical web and stopped a hand’s width from Sophie, its red eyes rotating and focusing in slow, rhythmic sequence. It didn't want a meal. It had seen the plush fullness of Sophie’s body and sensed the potent mixture of essence she carried.

It wanted an incubator, like the elf, and Sophie saw that fate reflected in those pitiless yellow orbs.

“If you try this,” said Sophie, unsure if the spider was intelligent enough to understand her words, “it will not end well for you. I’ve… I’ve never lost. I’ll fuck your big bug brains out.”

The spider reached out with its two front legs. The hooked claws caught the collar of Sophie’s armored bodice and, with a casual flick, burst the clasps. The cuirass hit the floor with a hollow clang as Sophie’s heavy breasts dropped free. Nipple thick and stiff in the cool air, fat buds beading with milk.

The spider tilted its head, as if impressed with the size of Sophie’s milky tits. The spider’s mandibles clicked excitedly. It reached out again, a fuzzy, multi-jointed leg dragging across the swell of her left breast. The bristles were rough, a sharp, abrasive sensation that sent jolts of pain through Sophie’s plump nipple.

The spider moved lower, its claws slicing through the laces of her leather breeches. The heavy fabric fell away, leaving her naked and suspended in the web. Sophie’s pale curves almost matched the silky cables entangling her body, but the dark thatch of her cunt was a stark contrast.

The giant spider let out a low, hissing sound. It turned around, its massive, bulbous abdomen hovering over Sophie’s face. From a slit at the base of its body, a long, fleshy organ began to extend. A pale green shaft of flesh that exuded a raunchy musk of desire.

Sophie’s stomach tightened with fear as she beheld the glistening length of the giant spider’s ovipositor.

It was a thick, muscular tube, at least an arm’s length, pulsed with a heavy, independent heartbeat, the tip widening and contracting as it searched for her entrance.

"No," Sophie moaned, her head thrashing against the silk. "Not that."

The spider ignored her. One of its rear legs moved between her thighs, its hooked claw pinching the edge of her labia and pulling her wide. The ovipositor descended, the blunt, wet head pressing against her entrance. It was cold compared to the heat of the hellhound. Slick and unpleasant.

“Please…” Sophie stopped herself from begging for help from Rowena. She would not show fear to that evil cunt.

The spider thrust.

The ovipositor pushed inside Sophie with a wet, invasive squelch. It was thick, stretching her entrance nearly as much as the hellhound’s knot, the slime acting as a lubricant. Sophie screamed, her body arching into the web as the tube buried itself deep in her cunt. It didn't stop at her cervix. The muscular organ pushed past, pinning her womb open, expanding and writhing as it exposed her deepest place to the vile payload of the ovipositor.

“Ohhhh, I always wanted grandchildren,” mocked Rowena. “I never imagined I’d get them this way, but it turns out my stepdaughter is such an insatiable slut not even a spider can resist her!”

Sophie had endured her share of repulsive violations. She’d enjoyed some of them so much that she fantasized about them sometimes. The cold, muscular serpent of the ovipositor crawling inside her, thrusting against her womb with a relentless purpose was among the strangest violations. So forceful and merciless.

"Mmmmgh!" Sophie gagged as the pressure in her belly intensified and the ovipositor made loud, disgusting, wet sounds.

The spider’s abdomen began to shake and the pale green length of the ovipositor began to visibly bulge and pulsate. Sophie felt a series of solid, slime-covered objects the size of plums moving through the ovipositor and into her body.

The spider’s loathsome eggs were soft, rubbery orbs, and Sophie experienced each as it was deposited into her womb with a spurt of pleasure from the spider atop her body. Her darkborne mark throbbed with each new pump as her womb was slowly crowded with the spider’s clutch.

This moment, she well knew, would spell the doom of any human. Her body was being pumped full of eggs and a gushing syrup that was probably full of arachnid sperm. She was being turned into a living incubator and in days or weeks her bloated body would rupture and the spiderlings would come crawling out to gnaw at her flesh. She would be lucky if she was dead like that elf before it happened.

But that doom was certain only if Sophie was a normal human. Blessed (or cursed) with her darkborne mark, she felt the symbol flare with predatory curiosity. It felt the eggs, felt the alien life they contained, and it fed upon the pleasure of the spider fulfilling its sexual desire.

Rowena’s cruel cackle echoed in Sophie’s mind.

“That’s right, Sophia, that spider is filling your little belly with her eggs. They’re going to eat your insides first, then come crawling out of your burst belly. Oh, what a sight that will be!”

The spider continued to pump, its body vibrating against Sophie’s thighs. As it filled her with its offspring, it was also exhausting itself.

For Sophie, the straining sensation of the ovipositor’s pulses and the weight of the rubbery orbs stretching her womb were feeding the mark. The horror of the clutch being forcibly injected into her womb was rejuvenating Sophie even beyond the blessing of the Daughter of the Void and the hellhound’s pleasure.

Sophie’s eyes flew open. There was no violet glow, no visual change to her skin, but internally, she felt the cauldron of pleasure boil over. She felt the rubbery eggs inside her, and instead of fear, she felt a sudden, sharp hunger. The mark wanted the energy inside that throbbing, cunt-stretching ovipositor.

"You like that cunt?" Sophie moaned. “Nice and warm for all your eggs? Ohhhhh yessss… feed them into my pussy. Just like that… I’m… helpless to resist you, big spider.”

“Oh, you like it?” Rowena giggled. “That’s a dirty girl! You know, you never had a chance once you were in the spider’s web. Go on, give up that slutty cunt to your bride. She’ll take good care of you while you gestate her clutch.”

Sophie stopped struggling against the web. She let her body go limp, feigning the feeble surrender the spider expected. She focused everything she had into her straining internal muscles.

As the spider neared the peak of its climax, its ovipositor pulsing one last time to decant a final, pressurized spurt of slime and eggs, Sophie struck.

She clamped her inner walls down on the ovipositor with the strength of a lever-cranked press.

The spider let out a sharp, inhuman shriek of surprise. It tried to pull back, but Sophie held fast, her legs wrapping around the beast’s abdomen, her heels digging into its fuzzy joints.

"What’s wrong?" Sophie laughed, a manic, power-drunk sound. "I thought you wanted a breeder!"

“What are you doing?” demanded Rowena’s voice in Sophie’s mind. “Stop that! This is pointless! Don’t struggle with her, you’ll only entangle yourself more!”

But Rowena was wrong. Sophie could feel her freshly-fueled power allowing her body to overcome the web itself. Strands strained and snapped. She wrapped her arms around two thicker strands just to remain in the web as she twisted her hips free.

She held the spider trapped between her legs as it twisted and bucked.

“Oh, we’re not done yet,” she taunted the spider, sliding her slimy cunt up and down its beastly length. “I want it all. Give me those eggs.”

She began to ride the ovipositor. She used her supercharged strength to buck her hips, driving the spider’s organ deeper, then pulling back, forcing the beast into a rhythm it couldn't control. Its eight legs flailed and tangled it in its own web.

Sophie’s milky tits bounced and leaked milk. Her shapely hips worked urgently as she rode the throbbing green pillar of the arachnid’s ovipositor. Squeezing it. Milking it. Her cunt seeming to suck from its length. The mark forced the spurts from the arachnid’s length.  

"Yes!" Sophie screamed, her muscles bulging with the effort. "Oh, that’s right. Give me all those eggs. All that fucking essence! Yeahhhhh! Are you going to cum some more? Mmmmm!”

The spider’s shrieks became frantic hisses. Its bulbous body began to shrivel, the carapace seeming almost to sag as Sophie drained another gushing orgasm from the arachnid ovipositor. Sophie felt her own climax building. A cosmic eruption of stolen essence. She felt the rubbery orbs inside her womb beginning to yield their energy to her mark.

“Ohhhhhhhhh fuuuuuuck!” She threw back her head, riding so hard atop the spider that the corpses trapped in the web with them shook loose and plummeted to the pile of desiccated husks beneath the web.

The Harlot Knight reached her peak, an explosion of sensation accompanied by a wail that shook every strand of webbing in the library. Her body convulsed, spasms of pleasure fueled by the power of her mark. At that exact moment, she flexed every muscle in her core.

"Find somewhere else to put these!"

With a roar of effort, Sophie expelled the spider’s entire load. The spent ovipositor was forcefully ejected from her body, flopping limp against the spider’s underside, followed by a massive, high-pressure fountain of slime and the soft, rubbery orbs of the eggs. The fluid splattered across the spider’s carapace and dripped in globs to the charnel pile beneath the web.

Sophie released the spider from her clenching thighs and let it fall atop the mess. She spun on the lengths of webbing, releasing mid swing and landing on her feet, naked and dripping with milk and slime. She didn't stumble. She didn't fall. She felt like she could pull the Citadel down with her bare hands.

The giant spider shuddered, let out a final, pathetic hiss, and went still as its legs began to fold upwards.

Sophie stood over the carcass, her chest heaving, thighs still dripping with the spider’s filth. She felt amazing. The horror of her fate was forgotten. The victims of the spider avenged. She picked up Temptress and salvaged her armor and clothing.

Rowena and Pater Scibberas had no idea what they were doing. But they would learn to regret it soon enough.


5

Fungal Dreaming

It was not long after escaping the spider’s web that Sophie discovered the chamber that had contained the chalice.

Its door stood open and the dark inner sanctum at the heart of the temple was quiet and empty. The chalice had a guardian, a serpent as thick as Sophie’s leg and ten paces in length, but it was no more. Its coils slumped around the decorative plinth that had once held the chalice. The serpent’s head was charred, dripping with foul ichor, its skull cracked open by the heat.

The chalice was gone. Taken, no doubt, by Pater Scibberas. Sophie’s only chance now was to catch up with him and pry the chalice from his dead fingers. She could no longer hear Rowena’s voice this deep in the temple, but she could feel the treacherous demigoddess pushing on her mind. Trying to force her down a particular path.

Instead, she made her way back out of the temple. She looked back toward the plaza, hoping for the reassuring red glow of the hellhound’s eyes, but he was gone.

She continued past the temple, through the increasingly twisting architecture of the dead city. Boulevards looping like intestines, and translucent towers half-toppled at angles that suggested the very laws of the natural world only weakly applied to this place. She searched the darkness for any sign of Scibberas. She reasoned that mad inquisitor must either be retracing his own steps towards the surface or taking some other path, perhaps with Rowena’s help.

She was so distracted by pursuing the priest, that she was hardly paying attention to her feet. She took a step forward, her boot slipping on a patch of slick, purple moss that had begun to carpet the obsidian boulevard. She flailed for balance, her hand catching a nearby pillar for support, but the stone didn't hold. It gave way against her weight, the ancient masonry crumbling into dust beneath her fingers.

With a yelp of surprise that was cut short by the rush of wind, Sophie tumbled into a yawning gap in the floor. As she fell, she thought she could hear Rowena’s laugh echoing in her mind.

It wasn't a clean fall. It was a long, frantic slide down a vertical chute of damp, moss-slicked earth. She bounced off the walls, her cuirass clanking and scraping against the stony soil, her hair whipping around her face like a panicked bird. She felt the gravity of the deep world pulling at her as if it was glad to swallow her up. Down she went, through layers of freezing mist and pockets of stagnant air that smelled of old, wet crypts and forgotten compost.

Sophie hit the ground with a heavy, jarring thud that drove the breath from her lungs in a sharp wheeze.

She lay there for a long moment, staring at the tiny, distant pinprick of ghostly moonlight that marked the hole she had fallen through. Under countless layers of earth, she wondered for a moment if she would ever see the sky again.

The silence here was different from the city above. That was desolate and hollow, this place was filled with low, sub-audible thrumming. A vibration that came from the walls, the floor, and the thick air she was gasping into her lungs. She knew she was in a tunnel, she could feel the rough-hewn negative space of it, but it was so dark and her torch was lost somewhere above.

Despair, cold and sharp as an inquisition blade, began to creep into her heart. Her sister was hanging like an ornament in the Dread Court, Rowena was scheming, and the vile inquisitor had the chalice. Meanwhile, Sophie was currently at the bottom of a hole, covered in filth, and utterly alone.

"Mardoch," she whispered, her eyes burning with frustrated, exhausted tears. "I know I’m not exactly your favorite daughter. I’ve bedded more monsters than I’ve said prayers, and I’m pretty sure 'Harlot Knight' isn't a title in your church. I even fucked an evil goddess who now calls herself my patron. But if you’re listening... if you want Margaret to see the sun again... give me a light. Just one little spark."

She closed her eyes, focusing on the image of her sister’s face, trying to find the strength to stand.

Slowly, a glow began to manifest.

It wasn't golden, and it didn't come from the sky. It was a soft, pulsating bioluminescence that began to bleed from the walls around her. At first, it was a faint blue, then it shifted to a vibrant, electric pink, and finally a deep, earthy purple.

Sophie sat up, blinking the grit from her eyes. She was in a vast cavern, the ceiling lost in a forest of hanging fungal veils that drifted in a non-existent breeze. The floor beneath her was a thick, springy carpet of white mycelium that felt like walking on a cloud of velvet.

Everywhere she looked, life was erupting in the most grotesque and beautiful ways imaginable. Shelf mushrooms as wide as dining tables grew from the walls, their undersides glowing with a steady, rhythmic light. Giant puffballs, the size of carriage wheels, sat in clusters, occasionally releasing a cloud of glittering, golden spores that hung in the air like dust motes in a cathedral.

The air was thick and sweet, smelling of fruiting fungus and the sharp, fermented tang of a winery. It was an intoxicating brew. Sophie breathed it in, and as the spores hit her lungs, the world began to soften. The edges of her vision blurred, turning the cavern into a kaleidoscope of shifting, liquid colors.

"Well," she giggled, the sound surprisingly light and melodic in her own ears. "If I’m going to be trapped in a hole, at least the decor is nice. I feel like I just drank a gallon of the Baroness’s best vintage. Is this you, Mardoch? Did you do all this for me?"

She stood up, giggling slightly, her legs feeling rubbery and light, as if she were made of the same spongy material as the mushrooms. The heaviness of the seed in her belly and the ache in her mark were still there, but they had been transformed. They seemed to throb to the rhythm of a larger, stranger melody that echoed through the fungal wonderland.

She felt connected to the room. She could feel the vibration of the hanging veils, the slow, rhythmic growth of the shelf mushrooms, the pulse of the mycelium beneath her boots. For all the strangeness of the underworld, she felt as if she were welcome. As if she’d come home.

She walked deeper into the fungal forest, her hands trailing over the soft, damp stalks of waist-high toadstools. She came across a cluster of translucent, bulbous fungi that looked like human hearts, complete with blue veins that pulsed with a rhythmic, liquid light.

"Hello, little hearts," she murmured, leaning down to kiss one. It felt like cold, wet silk against her lips, and for a moment, she thought she could hear it beating.

As she moved, the spores grew thicker, a shimmering indigo mist that settled on her skin and hair. She began to see patterns in the air. Swirling fractals of violet and green that seemed to dance in time with her heartbeat. She felt a presence watching her, but it didn't feel like the cruel gaze of Rowena or the stalking malice of Scibberas. It felt... curious. Warm.

And very, very large.

She reached the center of the cavern, where the mycelium carpet thickened into a massive, rounded mound. Sitting atop the mound was a creature that defied any attempt at a dignified description, a mountain of fungal excess that seemed to have grown out of the earth itself.

The creature bore a humanoid resemblance. An obese, immobile man that stood nearly fifteen feet tall. He looked like he had been constructed from a thousand different types of mushrooms, a collage of fungal fecundity. His torso was a mass of white, spongy shelf-growth, his arms were thick, ropey bundles of mycelium, and his head was a giant, umbrella-like cap of peeling brown, covered in white spots. His drooping, heavy eyes glowed with a gentle yellow light, a wide, moist mouth that looked like a split pomegranate, and a series of vibrating gills where his neck should be.

He was a gluttonous king of the rot, a silent sovereign of the decaying dankness.

Sophie stopped, her mouth slightly agape, her hand resting on a puffball for support. "Oh. You’re... you're quite the unit, aren't you? Please tell me you don't have an ovipositor. I’ve already had my limit for the day."

The creature didn't speak. He tilted his head slightly in Sophie’s direction and simply exhaled.

A massive cloud of dense, shimmering indigo spores billowed from his gills, washing over Sophie like a spray of sun-warmed Galamancan surf. It was cloyingly sweet, tasting like a fallen tree in an ancient forest. As the spores entered her system, Sophie felt her consciousness expand. The static of her own thoughts vanished, replaced by a deep, resonant hum that filled her skull like the tolling of a great, soft bell.

My little blossom, a voice rumbled in her mind.

That voice was deep, slow, and possessed a surprising, melodic sweetness. It was the voice of the entire room, the collective consciousness of the fungi. The voice of the king.

You have fallen so far, little flower. So bruised. So tired. So... heavy with the planting of others.

Sophie felt her knees buckle, and she sank onto the velvet mycelium, her breath hitching. "I'm looking for my sister," she whispered, her words echoing through the mental link. "I'm looking for the way out. I don't suppose you have a map?"

The way out is through the growth, Sophia, the King replied, his mental tone affectionate and warm. But why rush back to the sharp world? The world above is so dry. So cold. Here, everything is soft. Here, we can fruit together in the dark.

He reached out one of his ropey, mycelium arms. It moved with a slow, deliberate grace. The fingerlike cluster of small, sensitive tendrils caressed Sophie’s cheek. The touch was cool and moist. It was gentle.

You carry such crude gifts inside you, Sophia, the King purred, his mental voice becoming a bit more intimate, a bit huskier. I can feel the beast’s coarse heat. They are such clumsy gardeners. They do not know how to nurture a blossom like you.

Sophie leaned into his touch, her eyes half-closed, her head swimming in the spores. The world outside the cavern was dissolving, turning into a distant, unimportant blur. "And how would you nurture me, Your Majesty?"

The Spore King let out a low, vibrating mental chuckle that made Sophie’s mark throb with a sympathetic heat. I would let you drink of the collective. I would fill your every hollow with the essence of the deep. I would make you my little harlot of the soil, drenched in the nectar of the dream.

He moved his other arm, the mycelium tendrils catching the edge of her armored bodice. With a gentle, almost reverent tug, the silver metal unbuckled and fell away, sinking into the soft white carpet. Sophie gasped as the cool air hit her bare breasts. The spores dusting her skin shimmered in the multicolored light of the cavern, her nipples hardening in the humid atmosphere.

Thin, hair-like mycelium threads began to weave themselves around the base of her breasts, lifting the heavy, milk-laden mounds toward the King’s yellow eyes. Sophie let out a sharp, surprised moan as the threads tightened, providing a supportive pressure that finally began to ease the dull, heavy ache of her loaded glands.

Oh, my sweet little cow, the King whispered in her head, his mental voice dripping with gluttonous affection. You are practically bursting with your body’s sweetness and the hound’s salt. Here, nothing is wasted.

The tendrils began to knead her breasts with a rhythmic, pulsing motion, mimicking the way a calf or a starving lover might encourage a flow. Sophie’s boots were pulled from her feet by tendrils and her toes curled into the white carpet as the first jets of milk erupted. Twin streams of white splattered against her stomach and seemed to encourage the growth of the violet slime of the cavern floor.

Yes... let it flow, blossom, the King groaned in her mind. Give the King your sweetness. Give me a taste of your warmth.

He guided a thicker mycelium bundle toward her, the tip shaped like a shallow, living cup. Sophie reached up, her own fingers digging into the soft flesh of her breasts to help the tendrils. She squeezed herself rhythmically, her eyes rolling back as more milk sprayed out, frothy and warm, filling the fungal cup until it overflowed. The white liquid dripped down his spongy arms, the contrast between the milky fluid and his deep cap looking exquisitely profane.

The sensation was an agonizing relief. The pressure that had been building in her chest burst into pulsing pleasure that made her hips roll involuntarily on the mycelium.

Magnificent, the King purred. I can taste the Daughter’s kiss in your cream, Sophia. A very Old One has blessed you. It is so potent... so fertile.

One of the King’s tendrils dipped into the collected milk and then brushed across Sophie’s lips, offering her a taste of her own magical lactation. She licked it clean, her eyes widening. It tasted of her own vitality, distilled and sweetened by the King’s hallucinogenic spores. The threads then shifted to her nipples, twisting and pulling them until they were stiff, dark peaks, weeping more white nectar into the humid air. Sophie was a living fountain, and the King was her most devoted supplicant.

Such a good girl for the King, he thought, the spores in the air pulsing a deep, satisfied indigo. While I harvest the old, let me fill you with the new.

“Ohhhh yessss,” moaned Sophie, thrusting her breasts against his mycelium and continuing to gush her milk into the laden cup.

From the massive, spongy mound of his body, several thick, vibrant stalks began to grow with a wet, squelching sound. They weren't like the members of men or beasts. They were more like stipes, the fleshy stems of mushrooms, but they were muscular, pulsing, and coated in a thick, shimmering indigo slime that smelled of wholesome, loamy decay.

One of the stalks, about the size of a man’s forearm and ending in a rounded, velvet head, moved toward her chest. It brushed against her left breast, the slime acting as a warm, slippery lubricant. Sophie moaned, her head falling back as the fungal member began to rub its cup against her dripping nipple.

Yes, little sprout, the King whispered. Let the spores take the edge off. Let the dream begin. You’ve been a good girl for so many... now be a good girl for the King.

Sophie felt herself losing the struggle for control. The spores were dissolving her inhibitions, turning her fear into a languid, heavy curiosity. She didn’t know what this fungal giant’s agenda was. Did he just want to make her feel good or was he turning her into mulch for his mushrooms?

She reached out to touch the King’s spongy chest, her fingers sinking into the soft, moist flesh. He felt like a warm, living marsh, and she could feel the vibration of his massive, fungal life force beating beneath her palms.

"I... I shouldn't," she stammered, though she was already pulling the King’s tendrils toward her thighs. "I have... I have a job to do."

In time, the King promised, his mental voice dropping to a dirty, affectionate murmur. But first, I want to see you open. I want to see you take the forest into your core. I want to plant my spores so deep inside you that you’ll never feel empty again.

He grew another stalk, this one longer and thicker, rising from the mycelium between his massive legs. It curved upward, the rounded head dripping with that sweet, violet nectar. At the same time, the carpet of mycelium beneath Sophie began to shift. Small tendrils rose up, wrapping around her ankles and wrists, not pinning her down with force, but holding her in a soft, supportive embrace that felt like the most comfortable bed in the world.

They spread her legs wide, presenting her wet, aching cunt to the King.

Oh, Sophia, the King moaned in her mind. Such a place of moistness. So ready to feel my stalk. You've been carrying such common, stinking seed... let me replace it with something divine. Let me fill that pretty little womb of yours with the soul of the fallen wood.

He nudged the head of the fungal stalk against her entrance. It was soft and cool at first, but as it touched her heat, it began to vibrate within her like the churring of some soft, erotic insect.

"Oh Mardoch," Sophie cried out, her back arching off the springy carpet. "It’s... it’s humming! It feels like my mark is singing!"

It’s singing for me, blossom, the King replied. Relax your weary flesh. Let me show you how it’s done properly.

He thrust forward.

The entry was effortless. The violet nectar was the perfect lubricant, and the fungal stalk was pliable, molding itself to the shape of her sugary walls as it pushed inside. It was thick, filling her completely, but without a hint of discomfort. It felt like being filled with a warm, living sponge that was vibrating in time to the pulsing of the mark on her neck.

"Mmmmmph!" Sophie’s eyes rolled back as the stalk bottomed out against her cervix.

The Spore King began to move. A slow, rhythmic rocking of his massive, immobile body that translated into a deep, churning rutting inside her. Every time his body wobbled, the stalk moved and the gills on his neck flared, releasing another cloud of indigo spores that Sophie inhaled with a desperate, starving hunger.

Sophie was drowning in the sensation. The hum of the stalk was doing things to her mark that she couldn't explain. This strange, even loathsome creature was signing a duet of ecstasy with the mark on her neck. The power of forgotten places was pulsing through her luscious flesh. She could feel the growth of every mushroom, the spread of every spore, the slow, eternal patience of the rot.

"It’s too much," she gasped, her hands clutching the King’s spongy thighs. "I’m... I’m losing myself in you."

Lose yourself to me, Sophia, the King urged, his mental voice a warm, smothering blanket. Be my little harlot of the soil. Let me fill that pretty belly of yours until you’re nothing but a vessel for my fruit. You’re so tight, so hungry... you were made to be planted, weren't you? All living things are. Such a fertile little slut for the King.

He intensified his pace, the fungal stalk expanding slightly inside her, pressing against her walls with its quivering gills and its fat mushroom cap. Sophie began to buck her hips, her own body taking over as the spores dissolved the last of her resistance. She began to cum and she couldn’t stop. Waves breaking through her as sure as the tide. Cumming almost constantly in a series of rolling, liquid peaks that were fueled by the hallucinogenic atmosphere.

She looked up at the King’s face. He was smiling, bizarre and yet benevolent. A wide, moist expression of pure, gluttonous affection. He looked like a monster, but he felt like a lover. He was gross, oozing, and spongy, yet he was the most tender thing she had encountered in weeks.

"I love you, you big, stinky mushroom," Sophie giggled, the spores making her voice sound high and melodic, like wind chimes.

And I love you, my warm little blossom, the King replied. I love how you drink my nectar. I love how you milk my stalks with that greedy little quim. You’re such a good girl for the King, aren't you? Such a sweet, dirty little flower.

He grew more tendrils from his arms, using them to caress her breasts, her stomach, and the inner curves of her thighs. One of the tendrils found its way to her mouth, a smaller cock, the tip shaped like a small, sweet truffle. Sophie sucked on it eagerly, the flavor of fermented berries and old wine exploding on her tongue.

Another mushroom grew beneath her, weaving up form the mycelium cradle to push between her dangling buttocks. She sucked in a breath through her nostrils as it grew into her ass. Climbing into her. Plunging. Thrusting.

The climax was approaching, a massive surge that Sophie could feel building in the King’s massive frame. The cavern lights began to pulse like night-mating insects, the colors shifting from violet to a searing, neon white. The thrumming in the floor became a roar.

Now, Sophia! the King growled in her mind. Fruit for me! Let the harvest begin!

The Spore King erupted.

Jets of thick, warm, viscous fluid gushed into the clenching channel of Sophie’s cunt. It spurted into her mouth, sweet as honey, and spurted in hot pumps that seeded her bowels. She was filled from belly, to womb, to her luscious ass with a pulsating mass of inhuman life force. It wasn’t hot like the hounds, but it was incredibly dense, full of the strange mycelial potency of the King.

Sophie let one mushroom cock slip from her mouth and moaned. A single wordless note of purest ecstasy. Her body shook, her muscles locking around the fungal stalk as she milked every drop of the King’s gushing essence.

The energy rippled through her, strength upon strenght. But it wasn't the dark, aggressive power of the other trials. This was a resilient, ageless strength of things that grow in the dark. Life and death intertwined in this pulsating release.

When the King finally pulled back, the fungal stalks shriveling and sinking back into his body, Sophie sagged on the mycelium carpet, panting and covered in the glistening nectar. She felt profoundly peaceful. Her belly bulged, a faint indigo glow visible through the taunt skin.

The Spore King leaned forward as much as his massive girth would allow, his yellow eyes soft and full of affection.

You are a masterpiece, Sophia Almodóvar, he whispered in her head, the link now a gentle hum. You have taken the spore of my loins. You are primed for the harvest, my little flower.

Sophie sat up, her head finally beginning to clear as the Spore King stopped exhaling the indigo clouds. The hallucination was fading, but the strength remained, solid and deep. "I... I have to go now. My sister... I have to find her."

The King sighed audibly before speaking again within her mind. I know. You are a creature of the sun, even if the dark has claimed you for a time. But you will always have a place in my dream. The moldering forest does not forget its own.

He reached out and touched a nearby wall. A line of glowing, neon-green fungus began to grow with impossible speed, tracing a path through the cavern toward a dark, vertical shaft at the far end.

Follow the light, little blossom. It will lead you back to the stone world. It will take you to the gates of the Court, where the shadows wait.

Sophie stood up, her legs feeling strong and steady. She walked over to the King and kissed his pomegranate-mouth one last time. It was moist, sweet, and entirely gross, but she didn't care. He had given her more kindness than any man in Sivarna.

"Thank you, Your Majesty," she whispered.

Go, Sophie, the King replied, his voice fading into a gentle, background hum. This time you spent in my mycelium will always be a part of me. You were mine and you are mine. All will decay. Where you fall, the spores that now suffuse your warm flesh will rise and give birth to me. Use this strength, for even if you cannot hear me, I will be a part of you.

Sophie gathered her armor and Temptress. She strapped the cuirass over her breasts and draped her tattered cloak around her, the wool hiding her indigo powdered paleness. She followed the green path, walking through the shifting veils of fungus, her heart light and her resolve reforged in steel.

The descent was over. The ascent had begun.

As she reached the dark shaft at the end of the cavern, she began to climb. Shelves of the green fungus provided sturdy handholds and light, guiding her up through the damp earth. She moved with a speed that surprised her, her empowered muscles working in perfect harmony with the fungal vitality in her blood. She felt like she could climb forever.

She climbed for an eternity, playing out possible outcomes of a final confrontation with Scibberas in her mind. Finally, she reached a stone ledge that overlooked a wide, torch-lit corridor.

She pulled herself up, panting, and looked around. She was back in the Citadel, near the entrance to the Throne Room. The air was filled with dissonant, arrhythmic chanting.

She was the first to arrive.

She stood with her hair wild and tangled with moss, her skin powdered with spores, her belly still heavy with the King’s cum. She felt powerful. She felt ready to face the world.

"Sophie!"

The voice was sharp, commanding, and filled with familiarity.

Sophie spun around, her hand instinctively flying to the hilt of her sword.

Standing at the end of the corridor, her ten-foot frame casting a shadow that seemed to swallow the flickering torchlight, was Rowena.

Her stepmother smiled, her sharp teeth starkly white in the gloom.

"Well, well, Sophia. You’ve been playing in the dirt, I see. I can smell you from here as well. Like a peasant’s body left to rot in a swamp. I expected better from my daughter."

Sophie narrowed her eyes, the mark on her neck roaring with a fire that rivaled Rowena’s demigod aura.

“I hope you enjoy the taste of steel, because I will feed you my sword and let you choke on your blood,” said Sophie, starting towards the giantess.

“How deliciously vulgar,” laughed Rowena. “Come, then, child. Let us see who dies first.”
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Rowena

The howling draft in the hallway stirred Sophie’s dark, matted hair. The chill in the air could not dim the furnace of fury burning in Sophie’s chest as she stared down her murderous stepmother.

Thanks to many carnal blessings, the Harlot Knight was at the height of her power. Her abdomen was still slightly rounded, and her body was still thrumming with the pulsating spores of the fungal king. But even with all that power, the sheer size of Rowena, not to mention Sophie’s terrible memories, had her feeling almost like she had that terrible night.

Small, helpless, furious, but afraid.

Rowena stood twice Sophie’s height. A colossus of black silk and curves. The wide brim of her hat cast a shadow that banded her eyes in darkness and made their cruel, red glow even more prominent. Her skin was the color of a winter moon, marble-pale and bloodless. As if her voluptuous proportions were carved in white marble. Her breasts, each the size of a human torso, heaved with a slow, arrogant measurement beneath the plunging neckline of her gown.

"Well, well, Sophia," Rowena’s mellifluously taunting voice filled the corridor. "Are you going to do something about all that anger? Put me in my place? You survived yours test, but I see no chalice. I am afraid you have come all this way to die, my dear daughter."

The darkborne mark on her neck was screaming, a high-pitched psychic whistle that made her vision vibrate around the edges.

"I’m not your daughter," Sophie hissed through clenched teeth. "I’m the vengeful ghost of the family you murdered. That you sacrificed for your worthless god. And I mean to pay back everything you inflicted on Margaret, me, my father, and especially my mother.”

Rowena let out a soft, infuriatingly dismissive laugh. She began to walk forward, her long, graceful strides closing the distance.

"Oh, Sophia. You always were so dramatic. Everything I did in Galamanca was a masterpiece of patience. Your mother..." Rowena paused, her single visible blue eye glinting with a cruel, nostalgic light. "She was the only real obstacle. So fragile. So brittle. But she knew. She could sense something was amiss. Did you know I started with the poison in her morning tea? Just a pinch. Enough to make her feel tired. Then, a little more to make her lungs heavy. Watching her waste away while I comforted your father... that was my apprenticeship in the arts of the Court. Your mother clung to life for ages. I sat by her bed, stroking her hair, feeling her life flicker out like a candle in a draft. Giving every morsel to my god. It was... exquisite."

Sophie’s memories rushed back with staggering force. Her mother’s pale, gasping face in the high tower bedroom, the way Rowena had always been there, a silent, "helpful" shadow in the corner, the way her father had slowly turned toward the nurse into a stepmother for a comfort that was just as venomous as the poison Rowena had fed to Sophie’s mother.

"And your father," Rowena continued, stopping five feet from Sophie, looming over her like a dark goddess. Her shadow swallowed Sophie completely. "He was so easy to break. Once the grief had softened his mind, I just had to offer him a different kind of poison. The poison of my body. I fucked the life out of him, Sophia. I drained him until he was nothing but a hollow husk, babbling my name while I branded his daughters with the mark and used them for my ritual. I am the reason you have that power in your blood. I am the reason you are even standing here. You should thank me."

Sophie forced herself to look up from beneath those huge breasts hanging above her and into those glowing red eyes.

“I do thank you, Rowena,” replied Sophie, her voice hard and tight. “For reminding me of every single thing you have done to my family. For heightening my pleasure when I take my revenge.”

Rowena favored her with a fanged smile.

“You still think you can take—”

Sophie drew Temptress in a blur of silver light and lunged, her supercharged muscles propelling her forward like a bolt from a crossbow. She aimed for the giantess's exposed, heaving chest, intending to bury the blade in that marble-white valley between her breasts.

She didn't even get close.

Rowena didn't move a finger. She didn't draw a weapon. She simply looked at Sophie and Sophie was thrown back with a jolt of agonizing, paralyzing heat that exploded from the brand on the back of her neck.

Sophie’s muscles seized instantly, locking up in a rigid, trembling spasm that sent her sword arm dropping as if it were made of lead. Temptress clattered uselessly against the stone, the silver ringing out in the silence. Sophie fell to her knees, her breath hitching in a strangled sob as the feedback from the mark raked through her nervous system.

"Ah-ah," Rowena cooed, leaning down until her massive, perfumed breasts were inches from Sophie’s face. "Don't be a naughty girl, Sophia.”

“Fuck… you,” managed Sophie, still paralyzed by the agony radiating from her mark.

“You forget who holds the leash. This mark belongs to my Lord, and His power works through me. You sop up power for me to use. And oh..." She inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring. "You have collected so much. I can smell them all, each stranger than the last. It’s a pity I have to punish you for your attitude, but I suppose mothers must be firm."

Rowena straightened up and snapped her giant fingers. The sharp, crisp sound echoed in the vaulted hallway.

From the shadows of her black silk gown, several thick, slick, ink-black tentacles emerged. They resembled glistening tendrils of living oil, pulsing with faint veins that matched the red in Rowena’s eyes. They whipped out suddenly, wrapping around Sophie’s wrists and ankles with and stinging her with some sort of secretion as they lifted her from the floor.

"The others are waiting just beyond the door behind me. But I think you deserve some personal attention first. Let’s go somewhere more private, my sweet Sophia," Rowena said, turning and walking toward a heavy oak door that led to a side parlor. "We have years to catch up on, and I want to savor this reunion."

The tentacles dragged Sophie through the air behind the giantess, her body paralyzed by the mark's constant, jolting feedback and her mind fogging with the venom of the tentacles. She was carried behind Rowena into a room draped in heavy crimson velvet, lit only by a flickering fire in a marble hearth. Rowena took a seat on a massive, oversized chaise longue and leaned back to relax.

The tentacles burst Sophie’s cuirass open and stripped her completely nude. They lowered Sophie to a strange metal frame positioned for Rowena’s amusement. The tentacles pinned her wrists above her head and leaned her shoulders back as they spread her legs wide. Her creamy thighs and swollen cunt were exposed to the giantess.

"Now," Rowena said, her voice dropping to a low, commanding purr that felt like a weight on Sophie’s chest. "Apologize to Mommy for being such a violent little girl."

Sophie’s jaw finally loosened, though her mark remained a stab of agony at the base of her skull. "Go... to... hell, you giant whore."

Rowena’s expression shifted into a cruel, playful delight. She reached out and grabbed one of Sophie’s breasts, her massive hand easily engulfing the entire mound. She squeezed with a strength that made Sophie’s eyes water, her long nails digging into the skin just enough to draw the first few drops of milk.

"Look at you! A mother? No, not my slutty Sophia. This milk is from some other magic. And it seems all your whoring about has made you forget your manners."

The tentacles responded to Rowena’s intent. One of them, its tip shaped like a blunt, wet finger, moved to Sophie’s entrance and shoved inside with a wet, invasive squelch. Sophie gasped as the oily length of the tentacle needle her inner walls with tingling venom and prodded insistently against the flesh of her channel.

"Nngh!" Sophie’s back arched, her head thrashing against the velvet padding of the frame.

"The Spore King was very generous, wasn't he?" Rowena observed, her other hand moving to Sophie’s second breast, kneading it with a rhythmic, mocking affection that sent twin streams of milk spraying onto the crimson rug. "I can feel his life-force inside you, Sophia. Such a sweet, lazy vitality. You know, you’re connected with him forever. He’s watching you. He sees what you see. I wonder if he’s enjoying this reunion as much as I am.”

Rowena leaned forward, her massive face filling Sophie’s vision. She kissed Sophie, first on the forehead, like a doting mother, and then on Sophie’s lips. A possessive, suffocating kiss that tried to pull the breath from Sophie’s lungs. Rowena’s tongue was strong and intrusive, tasting of an unspeakable corruption. As they kissed, the tentacle inside Sophie began to vibrate, its surface bulging into a series of, rotating ridges that battered Sophie’s internal walls with a mechanical, relentless rhythm.

“Mmmmmm,” moaned Sophie, her brows knitting as her tongue warred with the giant tongue of her treacherous stepmother.

She fought the pleasure with every ounce of her will. She clutched the memory of her father’s hollow, dying eyes like a shield, trying to maintain her hatred. But the mark was working against her, bound by her urges. It was translating the mechanical violation of the tentacles into a desperate, physiological need. Her pussy began to clench around the oily limb, her juices flowing freely to mix with the tentacle’s slime.

"That's it," Rowena murmured against her lips, her breath hot and smelling of incense. "Be a good girl for Mommy. Open up. Give me everything you've gathered from the filth of the road."

Sophie managed to bite down, hard, on Rowena’s tongue. She might as well have been biting hardened leather and after a moment the sweet, syrupy thrust of that tongue caused her to relinquish her biting grip. Her tongue moved against Rowena’s. Her lust and pleasure built.

Another tentacle emerged from the shadows of Rowena's gown, this one thinner and more agile. It wound its way up Sophie’s inner thigh, circling her clit with a buzzing intensity that made Sophie’s vision blur. Her breath became a series of ragged, broken sobs directly into Rowena’s kiss. The combination of the giantess’s weight, the mark’s heat, and the dual, violating stimulation of the tentacles was breaking down her defenses.

"I... I’m going... to kill you," Sophie managed to choke out between gasps.

"I know that’s what you believe, darling," Rowena replied, her blue eye sparkling with genuine, maternal amusement. "Hatred is such a wonderful spice. It makes the essence so much sharper when it finally breaks. I remember your mother said the same thing toward the end. A moment of clarity where she knew I was killing her and taking her family. She was very spirited for someone who could barely lift a teacup. Very brave. I had to crush the last of her life out under a pillow.”

Rowena thrust her tongue back into Sophie’s mouth, preventing an outraged scream from the Harlot Knight. As Rowena forced her kiss upon Sophie, she began to undress, her movements slow and deliberate.

Beneath the silk, Rowena was a goddess of the grotesque and the beautiful. Her skin was a flawless, pale white, her curves so exaggerated they seemed to belong to a mountain rather than a woman. Her breasts were vast, shifting mounds of pale flesh tipped with nipples the size of saucers so drained of life they seemed almost gray. Her cunt was a deep, wet furrow of pale pink flesh, topped with a perfectly groomed, heart-shaped trim of black hair.

She rose and finally broke the kiss, positioning herself so that her massive, dripping sex was directly over Sophie’s face. The scale of her was overwhelming. Revolting. Mesmerizing. Sophie felt like an ant looking up at an avalanche of flesh.

"Drink, Sophia," Rowena commanded, her voice vibrating through Sophie’s skull. "Show Mommy how much you missed this precious cunt."

The tentacles lifted Sophie higher, pressing her face into Rowena’s hot, smothering folds. There was no escaping the heat, the raunchy scent of sex, or the warm trickle of nectar that smeared Sophie’s lips.

Sophie’s instincts, envenomed and dominated, took over. Despite the hatred, her mark demanded she consume. She began to lick, her tongue attacking the giantess’s heavy folds and fat, bulging clit with a desperate intensity. Rowena groaned, the sound rumbling through her body and pressing wetly against Sophie’s face. Rowena’s massive hips began to roll and guide her juicy furrow atop Sophie’s tongue. She tangled her long fingers in Sophie’s dark hair, pulling her deeper into the wetness.

"Yes... eat me, little harlot," Rowena whispered, her words echoing in the parlor. "Take my nectar. It’s the same nectar that fueled your father’s madness. It’s the same nectar that will baptize Scibberas as a Lord of the Hunger."

Sophie’s mind was at war with her mark and her instincts. One half of her was screaming for her to bite, to tear a chunk of flesh from those pale thighs and choke on it. The other half was drowning in the pleasure of being smothered by that gigantic cunt. The mark was a traitor, reacting to Rowena’s darkborne aura and making Sophie crave the nectar of Rowena’s cunt. Instead of fighting or screaming she let the juice of Rowena’s cunt wash over her and eagerly licked and sucked at the hot, smothering flesh.

Rowena intensified her assault on Sophie. She summoned more tentacles from the shadows, using them to bind Sophie’s legs even tighter, pulling them back until Sophie’s own wet, aching entrance was displayed to the flickering firelight. The vibrating tentacle inside her pushed deeper, its tip expanding until it was pounding against her cervix with the force of a piston.

"You're so close, aren't you?" Rowena taunted, looking down between her own heaving, marble-white breasts at Sophie’s struggling form. "You want to cum for Mommy. You want to give me that? Hmmmm? Don’t fight it, might dear. You are drinking the juice of a goddess. Let it bear you towards ecstasy!"

Sophie couldn't answer with words, only with the frantic, wet sounds of her tongue working Rowena’s pussy. She felt the climax building in her core. It was no normal orgasm. It was a churning, seething, massive, pressurized knot of all the essence she had collected throughout her journey. It felt as if it would explode with enough force to consume them both.

Not yet, Sophie thought, a tiny, cold spark of her own will flickering in the darkness of her mind. Not until I can make it hurt.

Sophie realized then that she could use the very connection Rowena was using to inflict her will on Sophie. If she feigned weakness, if she let Rowena believe she had truly broken the Harlot Knight, the giantess would drop her guard. The mark was a conduit that worked both ways. By pleasuring Rowena, by giving her the submission she craved, Sophie could entice Rowena to deepen that connection until it was too late for her.

She changed her rhythm. She became more obedient, her tongue moving with a fawning, worshipful submissiveness that made Rowena let out a long, shuddering sigh of triumph. She moaned eagerly and let her body go limp in the tentacles’ grip, her eyes rolling back as though broken by the pleasure.

"That's my girl," Rowena cooed, her breathing becoming heavy and ragged, the melodic edge of her voice fraying. "That's my sweet, dirty little harlot. Give it all to Mommy. Give me everything."

Rowena’s own climax was approaching. The giantess was bucking now, her massive breasts splashing against her ribs, her fingers digging into the velvet of the chaise until the fabric tore. The tentacles inside and on Sophie were moving with a frantic, desperate speed, mimicking the urgency of Rowena’s desire.

"I’m close, Sophia!" Rowena shrieked, her voice losing its beauty, becoming a raw, bestial sound of greed. "Give it to me! Now! Let me taste your power!”

Rowena erupted.

A hot, drenching flood of thick, sweet nectar poured into Sophie’s mouth, overflowing her lips and coating her face, neck, and shoulders. Rowena’s body convulsed with the force of her oversized ecstasy, her giant limbs shaking, her own darkborne heart glowing a dark, pulsating green through her heaving chest.

At that exact moment, Sophie stopped fighting her own climax.

“Yes! Yesss!” cried Rowena, sensing Sophie’s release of essence. “Cum for me! Cum for Mommy! Give me every drop of your—AAAHHHH!”

Rowena was getting exactly what she wanted, but on a scale even the demigoddess was ill-prepared to endure. Sophie’s climax unleashed every scrap of the darkborne energy stored within her body in a catastrophic eruption. It crushed the shadow tendrils violating her body and burst from her eyes and mouth in a stream of violet light that burst like a hot geyser into the giant cunt smothering her face.

She released every bit of essence she had stored, every lingering trace from Cutthroat’s Refuge, every man and woman from across Aropa, fish men and lizardkin, minotaurs and half-bloods, the monsters she had encountered in the Citadel of the Dread Court. All of it, every lingering drop, burst forth from Sophie and directly into her cruel stepmother’s core.

A massive wave of violet energy traveled up through Rowena’s cunt and directly into the giantess’s heart. That pulsating green core turned a lurid violet and seemed as if it might burst. Violet energy traced Rowena’s veins and vessels beneath her skin. She glowed from within with a web of pulsing purple fire.

Rowena screamed. A wounded, agonized wail. Her body jerked back violently, the tentacles snapped and leaked shadowy smoke from their frayed stumps, flailing helplessly as they retreated. Rowena fell from the chaise longue, her giant frame hitting the stone floor with a bone-jarring thud that made the entire room tremble.

Sophie was flung aside by Rowena’s kicking leg, her body steaming, still convulsing in a ruinous pleasure she could no longer restrain. She was still seeing starbursts of violet light, but she didn't wait for her vision to clear. She scrambled unsteadily to her feet, staggered to the door, and scooped up Temptress from the hallway.

Rowena was still immobilized, gasping for air like a stranded fish, her skin mottled with violet burns, her dark hair a wild, tangled mess across her face. She looked diminished, human-sized despite her physical stature, as she looked up at Sophie with a single eye wide with a mixture of agony and utter disbelief.

"You... little... bitch," Rowena wheezed, a trickle of black ichor running from the corner of her mouth. “How did you… do that to me?

“Gave you… what you wanted,” said Sophie. She stepped over Rowena, naked and beautiful, summoning the strength to do what had to be done. She lowered Temptress and aimed the point of the sword to Rowena’s throat. Sophie’s breasts were heaving. She drew her arms across her lips and chin to clear away the sickly sweetness of Rowena’s juices.

"Mother always knew,” gasped Sophie, still out of breath. “She… said… you were too greedy for your own good, Rowena. Thought you were just after our family’s money. But you were after… our souls. Well… what’s wrong? I gave you… what you wanted.”

Sophie raised the sword, her arms trembling with the effort of holding back the killing blow for just one more second. The air in the room hummed with her intent, the mark on her neck glowing like a star.

"This is for my mother," Sophie whispered. "And for my father. And my sister. And ME!”

Sophie began the downward swing, the silver blade whistling through the air, aimed to sever the giantess's head from her shoulders.

A hand caught Sophie’s wrist mid-swing, stopping the downward blow. Sophie’s arm was yanked back with supernatural force, the sword flying from her hand to clatter into the far corner of the room.

"Protocol," a dead, monotone voice spoke from behind her.

The Strangler of the Court stood calmly behind her, one enormous hand holding Sophie’s wrist like an iron shackle, his hooded form silhouetted against the torchlight of the corridor. His expression was lost in the shadows of his hood. He betrayed no anger.

"No!" Sophie choked out. “Let me go! Let me finish this!”

"The trials are ready to conclude," the Strangler stated, his voice a flat, emotionless rattle. "The Sovereign awaits you."

He pulled.

Sophie’s feet left the floor. She struggled, kicking wildly, but she had surrendered all of her strength to Rowena and was no more of a threat to the Strangler than a child’s doll in his crushing hands. When she managed to land a kick, he simply wrapped one hand around her neck and squeezed. Sophie’s consciousness began to slip away.

Rowena sat up, rising unsteadily as she pulled on her shadowy gown. Her cruel, triumphant laugher pursued Sophie as the Strangler bore the unconscious Harlot Knight to her audience with the Dread Court.


7

The Death of a Harlot Knight

The first thing she knew was the shock.

A bucket of freezing, salt-laden water drenched her head and poured down her naked, quivering breasts. She gasped, her eyes flying open, stinging from the salt that burned in her nostrils and against the back of her throat. Her skin was hurting from where the Strangler’s huge hand had squeezed her neck.

"Wake up," the Strangler’s monotone voice rumbled.

Sophie wiped the water from her face with a shaking hand. She was naked. Her armor was gone. Her sword, Temptress, was nowhere to be seen. The residue of her journey and the cold water clung to the summits of her heaving breasts. She was exposed, shivering on the cold obsidian mosaic of a thousand masks.

She looked up, squinting against the flickering magical torchlight.

Her gaze focused on Margaret. Still trapped within that magical prison, hanging above the thrones of the Dread Court like a

The circular chamber was packed. The Dread Court was in full session and the ranks of stone benches were filled with unnamed masked observers who looked on in leaden silence. The Seven sat upon their thrones, a semi-circle of nightmares watching her with varying degrees of interest. The gluttonous Chuloggeth was licking every one of his lips and quivering with anticipation. Rowena, clad in her clinging shadowy gown, was leaning forward in her seat with a wicked smile on her face. The Sovereign, however, sat back lazily in his throne.

"The trials are concluded," the Sovereign’s voice boomed in the vast chamber, the shadows around his crown swirling like a school of agitated fish.

Sophie pushed herself up, her muscles screaming in protest. Without the power of her lovers, her flesh felt so heavy and her muscles so weak. Was this what it was like to be merely human again? She felt like a hollowed-out gourd.

She looked to her left and felt a fresh spike of hatred.

Pater Scibberas stood ten paces away. He looked like a man who had been dragged through the very bowels of perdition. His black robes were scorched into rags, revealing skin that was a map of red, blistering burns and unholy wounds. He leaned heavily on his staff, his breathing a wet, ragged wheeze. But he was smiling and his wicked eyes were glowing with maniacal light.

In his hand, he held a crude cup carved from a single piece of green stone. It seemed almost organic, like a rancid tumor expelled from some long-suffering creature. This was the chalice. The prize that Sophie had failed to retrieve while fucking her way through the denizens of the strange world beneath the Citadel.

"I have returned, Sovereign!" Scibberas shrieked, his voice cracking with a fanatical joy. "I have descended to the depth! I have survived the dead city, and I have slain the serpent of the deep! I bring the chalice in the name of the Hunger!"

“Your boasting is tiresome,” sighed Lord Folgath. “We have each of us seen a hundred of these trials.”

Scibberas wasn’t listening. He cast a look of murderous hatred at Sophie. "And what does the whore bring? She fucked a beast in the dead city. She rolls about with animals and monsters! A vile creature!"

Sophie managed to stand up, her legs wobbly but her chin held high. She ignored the way her breasts swayed with the movement, or the way the cold air bit at her damp skin. She looked defiantly at the members of the court seated in their thrones.

Pater Scibberas began to speak again, but the Sovereign raised a shadow-wrapped hand, and the room went silent. The blue torches flared, turning the shadows into long, grasping fingers.

"The Daughter of the Void has claimed her champion," the Sovereign intoned, his voice vibrating in the floor. "And the false priest has retrieved the chalice. We have two chosen seekers, and only one seat. The ancient law of the Citadel is clear in such matters. The Pit must decide."

Scibberas’s eyes widened, the manic light in them flickering with a sudden, sharp fear. "The Pit? But Sovereign! I completed the test! I have the chalice and have proven my worth!"

A low, grinding sound began to rumble deep beneath the Throne Room. The mosaic of masks in the center of the floor began to split along lines, the heavy stone tiles sliding back with a sound like grinding teeth.

Sophie backed away as the floor opened to reveal a circular pit fifty paces wide and twenty paces deep. The walls of the pit were lined with jagged obsidian spikes, and the floor below was covered in a thick layer of ashes.

"Combat to the death," the Sovereign announced, his crown glowing with his authority. "No magic but that which is in your blood. No weapons but those you were born with or those you have earned. The survivor sits at this table. The loser dies.”

Masked guards stepped forward. They didn't use gentleness. One plucked the chalice from his grasp and delivered it to the Soevereign. Two others grabbed Scibberas, who struggled and shrieked until they slammed the butt of a spear into his ribs. They dragged him to the edge of the pit.

Another pair of guards took hold of Sophie. Their hands were cold, their masks expressionless as they hauled her toward the Pit. Sophie didn't fight them. She looked up.

Margaret was still there. Frozen in the crystal, her face a mask of eternal terror.

"I'm coming, Margaret," Sophie whispered, her voice barely audible over the grinding of the stone.

"Throw them in!" Rowena screamed, standing up and pointing a trembling finger.

The guards shoved.

Sophie felt the sickening lurch of weightlessness as she was pushed over the edge. She plummeted through the darkness, the air whistling past her ears.

She hit the floor of the pit with a bone-jarring thud. The layer of ash was deep, billowing up in a gray cloud that filled her mouth and lungs. She rolled, her bare skin scraping against the sharp obsidian fragments mixed into the dust.

Scibberas landed twenty paces away. He hit the ashy floor of the Pit like a sack of wet flour, let out a high-pitched shriek of agony as he landed on his burned side. He scrambled to his feet, coughing and spitting, his scorched black robes clinging to his blistered skin.

Above them, the edges of the pit were lined with the Dread Lords and their masked guests, looking down like vultures waiting for the dying to stop twitching.

"Kill her!" Rowena’s voice echoed down from the heights. "She tried to strike me down! She deserves to suffer!”

Scibberas stood his ground, his eyes wide and bloodshot. He didn't have his staff to steady himself. He raised his hands, intoning softly from cracked lips, and even without the staff, a faint, sickly green fire began to dance between his fingers.

"You're a small man, Scibberas," Sophie said, pushing herself up from the ash. She stood naked and unarmed. “You can’t handle me.”

Sophie didn't wait for him to finish casting his spell. She charged, her feet kicking up ashes and her huge breasts heavy with each step. She didn’t have enhanced speed or magical strength, but she had fury enough to almost equal both.

She slammed her shoulder into Scibberas’s chest and felt his ribcage flex from the blow. The priest wheezed, the air driven from his lungs, and he stumbled back toward the obsidian-studded walls.

Sophie didn't let up. She swung at him in a frenzy, raining blows with her fists, elbows, and knees. She screamed, tears streaking through the ashes on her face, fueled by a rage of a woman who had lost everything. She punched Scibberas in his burned ribs, she headbutted his fanatical face, she kicked his shins until they bled.

Scibberas was no warrior. He was a creature of the library and the altar, and in the raw, physical environment of the Pit, he was outmatched.

Sophie grabbed him by the throat, her fingers digging into the scorched flesh of his neck. She pinned him against the wall, a jagged spike of obsidian inches from his spine.

"I’ll… fucking… kill you,” snarled Sophie. “I’ll kill anyone who hurts my family. My sister.”

Suddenly, Scibberas’s body began to vibrate. His eyes began to glow with a nauseating green light.

"You think you are the only one who has been chosen?” Scibberas shrieked, his voice changing, becoming a multi-layered roar that echoed from the walls of the pit. "He is coming! The Hunger! The Devourer! The All-Consumer!”

Sophie was thrown back by the force of a sudden magical discharge. She hit the floor of the pit hard, the ash clogging her throat. She saw the unholy light blazing in the eyes of the insane inquisitor.

"Yes!" Scibberas roared, the sound vibrating in Sophie’s bones. "I have bent Marodch to my will, using the power of that false god I supposedly serve! Now I am blessed by the power of a true god! Feel the heat of the Hunger!"

He lunged.

The speed was impossible. One moment he was twenty feet away; the next, he was on top of her. His fists pummeled her abdomen. His bony fingers wrapped around her throat.

Sophie fought back with the desperation of a cornered animal. She kicked, she clawed, she tried to use her darkborne strength to grapple with the shadow-priest, but his body had no substance. Her fists passed through the green light like it was smoke, while his strikes landed with the weight of iron.

"You are nothing!" Scibberas shrieked, his voice a chorus of a thousand starving mouths. "A vessel without a god! A harlot without a master!"

He caught her by the hair, yanking her head back. He leaned in, the unholy fire of his eyes blinding her.

"I will peel the skin from your bones, Sophia Almodóvar. Your flesh will feed the Dread Court and your sister’s soul will feed the Hunger!”

He raised his clawed hand, the shadow-blades glowing with a sickening intensity. He aimed for her heart.

Sophie gasped, her eyes widening. She looked down at her chest.

Scibberas had buried four fingers in the valley between her breasts. Blood poured out. She could feel his claws piercing her heart.

Sophie let out a strangled cry. The pain was beyond anything she had ever imagined.

"No," she wheezed, her vision darkening. She could feel her life force ebbing as her blood soaked the floor beneath her. She could hear the Hunger, a presence at the edges of reality. Ravenous. Insatiable. An urge beyond all mortal understanding was consuming her soul.

She looked up one last time.

She saw Rowena leaning over the edge of the pit, a slow, triumphant smile spreading across her face.

"I told you, Sophia," Rowena’s voice echoed from the top of the pit. "You and your sisters are just tools. For me. For Pater Scibberas now. You were never meant to survive. Farewell, my sweet, stupid daughter.”

Sophie tried to reached a hand up, past Scibberas, towards the crystal hanging high above that held her imprisoned sister.

"I'm... sorry... Margaret..."

The darkness rushed in, cold and absolute. Sophie Almodóvar’s eyes glazed over, her hand falling limp into the gray dust.

The Harlot Knight was dead.

Above her, the Dread Lords began to clap. A slow, rhythmic sound that echoed through the circular chamber.

The sacrifice was complete. The Hunger’s chosen had won his seat on the Dread Court. And Sophie Almodóvar was his sacrifice that bought his way.
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From the Void

Erasure. Nothingness. The very marrow of her soul, devoured.

One moment, Sophie Almodóvar was drowning in the cold, icy blood of her own heart on the floor of pit. The next, the world was gone. There was no stone, no ash, no rhythmic chanting of the Court. She was floating in a lightless, weightless sea.

The Void. She had been in this realm of nothingness before.

Sophie stood bare, feeling a strange liquid vigor coursing through her veins. She felt the soft weight of one breast in her hand. Her fingers traveled to the valley between them. No wound. Nothing but the slope of the other breast to meet her fingers.

Light traced the shape of a woman. A giantess, but far stranger than Rowena. With luminous translucent skin and pulsating organs. The Daughter of the Void, colossal and spread wide, her spectral breasts heaving with the silver potential of the cosmos. The light of the stars resided beneath her face. Beautiful, ancient, and beyond the petty cruelties of the Dread Lords.

"You have perished… and yet… resurrection is possible. I offer you a last chance, my vessel," the Daughter’s mental caught hold of Sophie as the wind catches a sail. She was lifted off her feet and into the arms of the Old One. "The giantess deemed you nothing but a source for her power. To the priest, you were a key to unlock the door. Yet within you resides a power that cannot be taken. A power that is yours.”

"I lost," Sophie whispered, her voice sounding like glass chimes in the white space. "I… by the rules… I am doomed.”

"They made those rules to torture their supplicants," the Daughter corrected. "Flies delighting in pulling the wings off smaller flies. By giving your life to the Hunger, they discarded you. Take my power again. Take it and return. Your destiny is not on this court. I see that now. Your destiny lies in Galamanca.”

“My home is gone,” whispered Sophie. “The castle is probably ruins by now.”

“No. It yet stands. The mortals fear the curse of its walls and avoid it.” The Daughter of the Void held Sophie tighter, her translucent form overlapping with Sophie’s. Sophie felt the weightless, overwhelming press of those huge spectral breasts against her own, a fusion of essences that made the carnal acts of the Citadel feel small and insignificant. The Daughter of the Void pressed her spectral lips to Sophie’s.

It was a transfusion of pure power. Not into Sophie’s body, as before, but into Sophie’s soul. A torrent of eternal energy blasted through Sophie’s lips. The silver potential flooded her veins, transmuting her blood and hardening her bones. Sophie arched into the cosmic embrace and climaxed. It was a spiritual eruption that split the dark expanse, a wave of violet fire rippling outward into the infinite.

In that moment, she was reborn.

Sophie woke to the freezing bite of a thick iron slab pressing against her bare back.

She opened her eyes, finding herself strapped to a massive, bloodstained butcher’s block. Heavy leather belts pinned her wrists and ankles, securing her spread-eagle on the metal surface. The room was a slaughterhouse of pale stone and rusted meat hooks swinging gently from the ceiling. The stench of blood and death hung in the air.

Looming directly above her was Lord Chuloggeth. The Lord of Gluttony was a mountain of shifting, oily yellow fat covered in dozens of weeping mouths. More disgusting up close than he had been at a distance. His grotesque bulk heaved with exertion, and in one greasy, oversized hand, the arm half-buried under corpulent rolls, he clutched a massive, rusted iron cleaver.

"Tender," one of his mouths gurgled, a thick string of saliva dripping onto Sophie’s thigh.

"Sweet milk meat for the harvest," another mouth groaned, its jagged teeth clacking together. "We eat the vessel. We chop off the big, fat milk sacks first. Mmmmm!”

He raised the immense cleaver high above his head, preparing to bring it down in a brutal, butchering arc.

The power ignited within Sophie’s blood. Her skin flared with a blinding violet energy. Her supercharged muscles flexed, effortlessly snapping the thick leather belts into frayed scraps. As the cleaver descended, Sophie reached up and caught the heavy iron blade with one bare hand.

Chuloggeth’s scattered, mismatched eyes snapped their focus to her face and widened in absolute terror. The steel blade of the cleaver crumpled under Sophie's grip, folding like thin paper.

Sophie pulled her fist back and drove it directly upward into the center of the Dread Lord’s mass of jumbled features. The strike carried the fury of her resurrection. The impact sent a shockwave of violet energy rippling through the slaughterhouse. Yellow fat undulated violently, fangs were dislodged and flew across the room, and the massive Dread Lord was lifted completely off his feet. He flew backward with immense force, crashing entirely through a solid stone wall and splashing into a gelatinous heap of bleeding mouths and shocked eyes. The masonry collapsed around him, leaving the Lord of Gluttony an unconscious mound of lard among the gray rubble.

Sophie slid off the butcher's block, her bare feet touching the cold stone. A tall, tarnished mirror leaned against the far wall of the slaughterhouse, likely placed there for the Lord of Gluttony to admire his own repulsive bulk or the cuts of his butchery. As Sophie turned toward the exit, her reflection caught her eye, and she stopped completely still.

She spotted her transformation in an instant. The woman staring back at her was undeniably beautiful.

Her familiar sun-kissed tan was completely gone. Her skin was deathly pale, almost translucent, seeming to glow from within with a very faint, luminous violet light. It gave her flesh the flawless, surreal quality of polished moonstone. Her dark hair tumbled wildly over her shoulders, but a thick, striking lock in the very front had turned stark white. Her facial features were her own, yet her expression held a cold, cosmic detachment that felt utterly alien.

Her naked body was resurrected bit of carnal perfection. The heavy, milk-laden swell of her breasts stood high and firm and the wound between them that had taken her life was gone. Her nipples were a dusky, contrasting plum against the pale luminescence of her chest. Her narrow waist flared into wide, lush hips and thick thighs that vibrated with raw power. The dark, wet thatch between her legs was a stark shadow against her glowing abdomen. Her fingernails had elongated into jagged, obsidian claws.

She was a weapon forged in another realm, thrumming with the power of a dead goddess. And she had wings. She could feel them, folded against her back, invisible to the naked eye and merely waiting to be unfurled. She was not sure what she had become, but it was no longer human.

She stalked out of the slaughterhouse, stepping into the gray, twisting corridors of the Citadel, hunting for the giantess and the priest.

She seemed to glide as she moved silently through the stronghold. She could sense Margaret, her sister’s life force preserved within the crystal. She followed the sensation to a chamber on the upper levels of the Court that reeked of profane incense and monstrous lust. The heavy oak door was slightly ajar, casting a sliver of flickering blue firelight into the hall. Sophie stepped up to the crack, her claws retracting slightly as she peered inside.

She saw Margaret first, suspended high in the air, her crystalline prison spinning slowing in a vortex of air currents. Thick bands of incense swirled around her. Firelight illuminated the carnal scene below her.

Rowena was there, restored to her full stature, her proportions an obscene caricature of voluptuous beauty. She was naked, her marble-white skin glistening with a thick layer of sweat. She sat on the edge of a massive, dark mahogany bed, her giant legs spread, huge thighs as wide as possible. Her heart-shaped trim of black hair glistened with her nectar.

Pater Scibberas knelt between her legs. The priest had been healed by the Court’s magic, his injuries showing as red lines knitting pale flesh. His gaunt frame looked frail compared to the giantess, but his cock was fully erect. A thick, veined pillar throbbing with an unholy heat.

"Service me, Pater," Rowena commanded, her voice a low, authoritative rumble. "Drink the nectar of Lust. Anoint your tongue."

Scibberas buried his face in Rowena’s hot, musky twat. He moaned as he licked from one, thick, fleshy lip to the other and tongued the thumb-thick bulge of her clit. The wet, slurping sounds echoed loudly through the anointing chamber. Rowena moaned, her giant fingers digging into the scarred flesh of the priest’s back.

"Eat me, you filthy little man," Rowena whispered, her head falling back, exposing the long, pale line of her throat. “That’s it. Tongue my ass as well. Ohhhhh… what a good priest you are. I won’t hold all that Mardoch nonsense against a good man like you. Ohhhhh!”

Sophie watched, mesmerized by the filthy debasement of the act. She recalled her own exposure to Rowena’s lusty power. Rowena’s massive labia were swollen and dark, weeping a syrupy fluid that coated the priest’s entire face.

Scibberas made muffled, wet, desperate sounds as he swallowed, his eyes rolled back in a trance of ecstasy. Rowena bucked her hips against his face, grinding her swollen clit against his nose and mouth, forcing him deeper into her wetness. Every time she thrust forward, her enormous breasts slapped heavily against her ribcage. She was using the priest as her plaything. Humiliating him before his final ascension to the Dread Court.

Though disgusted, Sophie found she could not look away. Her entire body pulsed as though it had absorbed the power of her darkborne mark and fused it into her veins. She rubbed two fingers against her own slit, gathering the warm dew and pushing insistently at her clit.

After several long minutes of the priest’s ravenous oral service, Rowena grew impatient. She grabbed Scibberas by his sparse hair and yanked him upward, forcing him to look at her. His face was glazed with her juices, his beard dripping onto his chest.

"I want to feel the Hunger inside me," Rowena hissed, her blue eye burning with triumph. "Fuck the giantess, Pater. Show the Court what you've earned."

She spoke as though he had a choice in the matter. Instead, she threw him onto his back on the mahogany bed frame and climbed over him. The scale of the coupling was monstrous. Rowena was so much larger that Scibberas was almost entirely swallowed by her shadow as she descended. She lowered herself, her massive ass facing Sophie and her dripping cunt engulfing his reddening shaft in one smooth, drenching motion.

Scibberas let out a shriek of pleasure as the giantess took him to the hilt. Rowena straddled his narrow, emaciated waist. The priest's ribs jutted sharply against his stitched skin, his collarbones looking like fragile twigs. His body moved as best as he could manage beneath the crushing, voluptuous weight of the ten-foot giantess. He was a brittle, ugly creature, covered in scabs and raw red tissue, but his cock stood rigid, a vein-pulsing spike entirely dwarfed by the sheer expanse of her marble-white thighs.

"You were so vicious in the Pit," Rowena purred, leaning forward so her colossal breasts crushed against his bony chest, squeezing the breath from his frail lungs. "Watching you run my arrogant little stepdaughter through... watching you plunge your claws into her chest and snuff out her pathetic life. Oh, it made me so wonderfully wet, Pater."

Sophie bit her lip to silence a cry of morbid pleasure. She intensified her strumming on the pulsating pleasure button of her clit.

Rowena raised her hips and slammed down again, swallowing Scibberas to the absolute root. The squelching, heavy slap of flesh against bony flesh echoed sharply in the room. Scibberas gasped, his scrawny, knobby fingers clawing frantically at her massive hips, his hands entirely incapable of wrapping around the sweeping curves of her giant body. He looked like an insect caught beneath a plunging boulder.

"Tell me how she bled for you," Rowena demanded, grinding her swollen, heavy clit against his sharp pelvic bone. The brutal friction threatened to snap his pelvis in half. "Tell me how the little harlot choked on her own life."

"She was... nothing," Scibberas wheezed, his jaw slack with overstimulated agony as her massive internal walls clamped down on him like a vise. "Meat for the Hunger. Dirt beneath... beneath your divine feet."

"Yes," the giantess hissed, a vicious, breathless excitement coloring her words. "You broke her. You slaughtered the bitch that dared to defy me. Breed me for that, you ugly, magnificent fanatic. Show me what this ugly little body of yours can do for my pleasure. Pump your filthy seed into the giantess. Take your reward."

Rowena began to move urgently, her hips rolling with a fast, merciless rhythm that shook the entire chamber. The mahogany bed groaned loudly. She gripped his bony shoulders, her long nails digging into his skin, and rode him with a terrifying ferocity. Scibberas was tossed about beneath her, his frail limbs flailing helplessly, a fragile ragdoll impaling a goddess of excess.

"Fuck me, Scibberas!" Rowena shrieked, her massive breasts swaying violently. "Fuck the sacred body of Lust!"

Scibberas bucked beneath her, his hands finally grasping a solid hold on the bouncing, massive roundness of Rowena’s ass. The priest’s face a red mask of exertion. He was a living phallus for the giantess’s amusement. Rowena was relentless, her internal muscles clamping down on his length with extreme force, milking him aggressively.

Sophie punished her clit to the rhythm of the absurd carnal scene. She felt her ecstasy rising. A sick tightening in her core. She couldn’t stop now. Her tits bounced against her arm as she pumped her fingers into her slick channel and beat her palm against her clit.

The sex was raw and entirely devoid of affection. A transaction of absolute evil. Rowena’s pale flesh rippled with every downward thrust, the sweat flying from her giant limbs. The squelching sounds of their coupling filled the room.

"More!" Rowena roared. "I’m close, priest! Empty those stones into my cunt!"

Rowena began to buck with a frantic speed. Scibberas followed her rhythm, his body arching off the bed in a desperate spasm. He screamed. A high-pitched, scratchy, echoing sound of desperate release.

Sophie bit back a cry of her own pleasure, the spasms of ecstasy radiating out from her clit and deep into her core. Her juices spilling down her thighs and the mark that now suffused her body thrumming with the essence she had managed to generate for herself.

She was as Rowena and Scibberas climaxed together in a flood of profane vitality. Rowena’s release was a torrent of nectar that drenched the bed and the priest. Scibberas erupted inside her, a series of thick, pulsing spurts pumping directly into her core. Sophie could see the spunk oozing out of Rowen’s plump cunt and dripping like molten wax down over his bollocks. Rowena’s darkborne power glowed a sickly green as she absorbed his seed.

Rowena collapsed, her massive weight pinning the spent priest to the mattress. Tits engulfing and smothering his face. She lay there, her chest heaving, a look of satisfied malice on her face.

Sophie stepped back from the door. She had watched it all, letting the residual energy of their filthy ritual wash over her. Her violet glow pulsed brighter, converting their depravity into her own strength.

She smiled as she kicked the door open.
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The Final Bargain

The black doors of the anointing chamber exploded from the force of Sophie’s kick and violet lightning blasted the pieces into the room. She invaded the carnal moment, her spectral wings unfurling from her back and beating a slow, rhythmic dirge that swirled the smoke of intoxicating incense. Her skin pulsed with fury, and the shock-white lock of hair was blown back from her face out like a scar against the darkness.

"Step away from my sister.”

"You?!" Rowena shrieked, her massive breasts heaving as she raised her hands. “You have returned only to be destroyed! I will devour what remains of your essence!”

Dark magic coiled between Rowena’s long fingers, forming a growing, pulsating sphere of energy meant to erase the Harlot Knight’s body and soul from existence.

Sophie was ready to face her stepmother. She moved faster than the spell could be completed, her spectral wings propelling her directly toward the giantess. Before Rowena could unleash her spell, Sophie struck.

“DIEEEEEEE!” Sophie screamed with fury as she plunged her blackened claw directly into the deep, marble-white valley of Rowena’s cleavage. Her sharp nails drove straight through the pale skin, effortlessly parting the layers of fat and muscle and snapping the giantess's ribcage. Green light spilled out from the wound. Sophie thrust her arm inside the cavity up to the elbow, finding the pulsating, sickly green core of Rowena’s vile heart.

Sophie grasped the throbbing muscle and yanked her arm back, ripping the glowing heart completely out of the giantess’s chest in a spray of black ichor and fading green flashes.

Rowena gasped, her blue eye glazing over in profound shock. Sophie closed her fist, crushing the green heart into pulp.

The magic sustaining Rowena's immense form instantly evaporated. The giantess sagged, her knees buckling. Her flawless pale flesh lost all cohesion, rapidly melting away from her bones. Sophie’s danced back, drawing her arm free with a glove of dripping black ichor.

Within seconds, the titan of the Dread Court liquified entirely, dissolving into a massive puddle of foul slime on the obsidian floor. An exceptional, putrid reek of rotten meat and stagnant water erupted from the melting remains, choking the air in the sanctum. Rowena gave a final, gurgling thrash and dissolved into sludge.

Sophie grinned viciously, a thrill racing through her body as she slew the vile creature that had claimed to be her stepmother.

Scibberas backed away from the widening puddle, his eyes wild with terror. He possessed the power of the Hunger, but he lacked a warrior's spine.

Sophie’s eyes blazed with eldritch fury as she turned towards him. She raised her blood-dripping claws to strike him down. She saw the terror in his face and reveled in that fear.

“Now you die, pater, for what you helped that bitch do to my family!”

In pure desperation, Scibberas cried, “Mardoch, protect me!” He raised four fingers in the sign of the pillars.

Sophie froze. The deeply ingrained reflex of her upbringing and her actual belief in Mardoch caught her by surprise. Could He really listen to some false priest invoking his name? The question made her hesitate for just long enough for an unexpected interruption.

The shadows in the corners of the room shifted. Though no door existed in this part of the chamber, the Sovereign stepped forward, robes hissing across the floor as if materializing from the darkness through some trick of the Dread Court’s impossible architecture.

He was followed into the room by the remaining members of the Court. They stopped at the bubbling edge of Rowena’s remains, some looking down at the puddle of foul slime, others glowering at Sophie, and Prince Vulzaron picking his teeth as he sneered at Scibberas. Chuloggeth came wobbling last into the room, casting accusing glares at Sophie with his weeping eyes as he muttered curses from his bloody, injured mouths.

“There she is!” screamed Scibberas, retreating behind the lords and ladies of the Dread Court. “She is a murderess! She killed Lady Rowena!”

“Yes. It seems the Lady of Lust is deceased,” said the Sovereign, which seemed rather the understatement with his robe nearly dragging through the gloopy remnants of the witch.

“Yes!” Pater Scibberas reached over the Sovereign’s shoulder and pointed a bony finger at Sophie. “And she has avoided her punishment! Her soul belongs to my master! Her and her sister are mine! My sacrifices to the Hunger! Kill her!”

“She has earned no place among us,” said the Sovereign. “But she has suffered one death. We will not inflict another death upon her to satisfy your vendetta. Nor feed the urges of the Hunger.”

“This cannot be!”

Muffled words echoed from within Lady Sylana’s iron maiden that had somehow entered the room unnoticed.

“Yes, Lady Sylana is correct,” said the Sovereign. “Though we are six now, we must not rush to add another. There will be a period of mourning and then we will reconsider your entry to the Court, Pater Scibberas.”

“What? I’ve won! The seat is mine! The—”

“A period of mourning for a lost lord or lady of the Court must be observed,” said the Strangler, joining the others and looming over them ominously.

“This is ridiculous,” screamed Scibberas. “The seat is mine! I have been anointed by Rowena and… and… she must die! I brought a sacrifice even if this one is still alive.” He gestured up to the floating crystal containing Sophie’s paralyzed sister. “I’ve been hauling that bitch around for years waiting for this—”

“I’ll rip off your cock and feed it to you, Scibberas!” Sophie snarled, throwing herself over the puddle of Rowena with her claws aimed the priest’s belly.

Scibberas howled in terror and ducked behind the Sovereign.

Sophie would have disemboweled and castrated the screeching priest, but a massive hand shot out of the darkness and wrapped around her slender neck. The Strangler drove gripped her like a caught dove, her spectral wings flapping helplessly as he drove her down to her knees on the floor. The Sovereign and the other lords and ladies of the Court loomed over her. Pater Scibberas peeked out from behind the Sovereign.

“Let me have him,” choked out Sophie. “You said… he hasn’t won. That the seat must remain open.”

“And yet you have not won either, Sophia Almodóvar. The Daughter of the Void has not earned her place among us.”

“What do you wish me to do with her, My Lord?” asked the Strangler, his iron grip preventing her from even rising from her knees.

“I would let him kill you if only to be done with you, bothersome creature,” said the Sovereign. “But a still more bothersome creature has arrived and is waiting in the antechamber. The Baroness Geneviève Delpaire and some ludicrous wizard with a breast on his hat. They have been waiting since the trial began.”

“She is no longer on the Court,” growled Prince Vulzaron. “What do we care what that woman wants? Send them away or feed them to the dungeon.”

“No,” said the Sovereign. “I will grant mercy to you, Sophie. I will permit you to go with them.”

Sophie could not be free while her sister remained imprisoned within the crystal. She did not trust the Sovereign, and she certainly did not trust Pater Scibberas not to turn her into a sacrifice. But perhaps they would take her life instead of Margarets.

“No! Please, My Lord! Spare my sister instead of me. Let the Baroness take Margaret away from here!”

There was quiet. A few, including Scibberas, cast their gaze upwards at the morbid crystalline bauble hanging above them.

“Very well,” said the Sovereign. “Margaret Almodóvar will be spared as sacrifice. She will be handed over to the Baroness and the wizard. As for you…”

“Kill her,” snarled Scibberas.

“Mmmmm. No. She must live to compete again for the seat when the period of mourning has ended. But seeing as how you recovered the chalice and have won the trial, I will hand her over to you.”

Sophie and Pater Scibberas reacted with almost equal surprise.

“To me??”

“To him!?”

“Yes,” said the Sovereign. “Pater Scibberas is hereby charged with keeping her safe and alive for the period of mourning. Watch over her, do not let her out of your custody. When the time comes, you will both be called back to the Dread Court. You may punish her for these perceived transgressions if you wish, so long as you do not take her life.”

Sophie’s outrage only grew at the thought of becoming the prisoner of Pater Scibberas. His demeanor changed as he realized the pleasures he might take enjoying keeping Sophie as his captive. He stood straighter and began to smile.

“Very well, My Lord,” said Scibberas. “I accept your terms. I will take very good care of the Harlot Knight. How long must I keep her?”

“You will have another chance in ten years,” said the Sovereign.

Sophie looked up at Margaret. She wanted to scream and protest, but the idea that her sacrifice could save her sister meant everything. She would endure a decade of Scibberas and his torture to save Margaret. Sophie’s spectral wings dissipated, the violet fading from her skin, leaving her deathly pale. She nodded to the Sovereign.

“I… accept these terms,” she said softly.

The Strangler released Sophie and she stood. The Sovereign waved his hand. The crystal dissolved into harmless mist. Margaret fell forward, gasping for air, straight the embraces of the Strangler.

“S-Sophie?” Margaret looked wide-eyed around the room. “You’re naked and… so pale… what is…”

“I love you, Margaret,” said Sophie. “Go with this giant man. He will take you to friends. The Baroness and Cornett. They will look after you.”

“Take her to them,” said the Sovereign.

“Wait! Sophie! What is happening? Where am I?” Margaret called out, trying to reach through the Strangler’s arms for Sophie. Tears fell from her eyes, and she struggled in vain as she was carried away.

“Be strong, Margaret!”

Before Sophie could say another word, the door banged open behind her. Sir Varlock and a bewildered group of hooded militia men stormed into the room. Pater Scibberas regained his confidence at the sight of his hulking knight and his rabble of holy militia. The unprepared militia men, no doubt already unnerved by the Citadel, staggered and murmured curses at the sight of the lords and ladies of the Dread Court. Sir Varlock betrayed no such discomfort.

“Subdue her, Varlock,” commanded Scibberas, stepping out fully from behind the Sovereign. “The Almodóvar harlot is our prisoner, but do not underestimate her power. We will prepare her for transport to—”

Sophie did not hear what else Scibberas had to say. Sir Varlock raised a silver-crowned cudgel and brought it down hard across the back of her head, plunging her immediately into darkness.

When Sophie woke, the back of her head ached, and the cold, unforgiving bite of a stone slab pressed against her spine. For a moment she thought she was back on the butcher’s block.

She tried to sit up, but heavy iron shackles locked her wrists and ankles tight to the corners of the slab. She was naked once more, her skin scrubbed clean roughly even to leave some raw red patches on her thigh and abdomen. Her bare breasts heaved. Her pale flesh was covered in a sheen of cool moisture.

Sir Varlock stood over her, his silver armor catching the torchlight along its polished surfaces. His mask was raised, revealing his long blond hair and his stern face and lidded eyes. He gazed down at her, displaying no malice, but rather a solemn, almost sorrowful devotion. Scibberas stood near the door, conferring quietly with the hooded men of his militia, leaving the knight to his holy work.

"You carry a heavy burden of sin, Sophia," Varlock murmured, tracing a gauntleted finger down the bare, pale valley between her breasts. "Your flesh has been touched by unthinkable corruption. But do not despair. The path to redemption is long and painful, yet Mardoch's patience is infinite. He will forgive you, in time."

Sophie yanked against her iron bonds. "Varlock, listen to me," she pleaded, her voice raspy. "Scibberas isn't serving Mardoch. He's a maniac! He serves the Hunger. He made a pact with the Old Ones! Surely you can feel the evil radiating from him.”

Varlock’s expression remained sadly resolute. He reached into a leather satchel resting on a nearby pedestal.

"The Pater’s methods may seem harsh, but they are tested by the fires of the Inquisition. He bears scars to equal those he inflicts. This is a holy war for the soul of Aropa. Lies cloud your mind, Sophia, filling your mouth with blasphemies."

"He's a monster!" she cried, arching her back, plush breasts heaving, as Varlock ran a hand down the smooth curve of her belly. His touch lingered on her hip.

"Hush," Varlock whispered soothingly. "We must seal away the temptation that plagues you so that you can be purified when we arrive."

“Arrive? Where are you taking me?”

Sir Valrock ignored her question and produced a massive, silver-capped, phallic plug, its surface gleaming. He coated the heavy metal in a thick anointing oil that bore a musty smell of refined pitch. Varlock grabbed Sophie’s thighs, his large hands firm but reverent, prying her legs wider apart. Her breathing hitched as her highly sensitive, swollen sex was put on full, humiliating display.

“You’re… no better than him,” she gasped, watching him lower the plug between her legs.

“I will never be as good as Pater Scibberas, but I will strive to improve myself and honor Mardoch every day and in every action.” He positioned the oiled plug at the divot of her anus and pushed it deep into her ass with a slow, deliberate pressure.

Sophie moaned loudly, her shackled legs shacks as the knight pushed the slicked silver plug deep into her back passage. The unpleasant fullness yielded to pleasure as her sphincter began to relax around the stem of the flared base. The rigid metal occupied her completely. It was an intense violation, designed to keep her submissive.

"This is a necessity in your case," Varlock continued, lifting a phallic-shaped plug of solid, blessed brass inscribed with hundreds of prayers to Mardoch and repeating symbols of the four pillars. "Corruption has been forced upon you, Sophie and your power now resides in such places. Pater Scibberas found that these devices quieted the urges of your sister’s dark possession. In the name of Mardoch, I hope they work on you as well.

"Please," Sophie gasped, her ass quivering around the heavy lead plug wedged into her bowels. "Varlock, you're delivering me to a madman..."

"Though it may not seem it now, we are delivering you to salvation," Varlock replied softly. He aligned the blunt tip of the brass dildo with her dripping entrance. With a steady, forceful push, he drove the blessed brass into her pussy. The cold metal hit her cervix with a thump that made Sophie’s vision white out with a sharp gasp.

The device featured a small channel for her to piss and was secured tightly to her cuntlips with straps around her thighs. The textured base pressed painfully to her mound as Sir Varlock tightened the straps. Sophie gasped, feeling fuller than even the time she had been trapped in the goblin den so long ago. With goblin cocks fighting to stuff her holes.

The blessed brass acted as a hard ground. Sophie felt her darkborne fire smothering. The metal aggressively draining her energy, replacing her carnal power with an unpleasant fullness. A river of power dammed.

Finally, Varlock forced a thick, gag-like plug of anointed wood into her mouth. The oversized, phallic shape pushed her tongue back and locked her jaw in a permanent, gaping stretch. He cinched the heavy leather straps tight behind her head as tears of discomfort streamed from her eyes.

"Rest now, daughter of Galamanca," he whispered. "Your path to salvation begins."

Sophie was unchained from the slab, her limp body lifted easily by the massive knight and carried to a heavy, lead-lined oak ossuary. She was shoved into the narrow, dark space, the coarse wool lining scratching against her bare skin. The lid slammed shut, sealing her in absolute blackness. The heavy silver chains rattled as they were locked around the outside of the coffin.

The ossuary was loaded into an armored wagon and Sir Varlock and the others climbed aboard. The iron-shod wheels lurched forward, rattling violently against the Sivarnan cobblestones. Immobilized, plugged, and aching with a hollow heaviness, the Harlot Knight lay in total darkness.

Then, the wagon slowed to a crawl. Heavy boots stepped onto the back runner, and a faint sliver of dim torchlight pierced the small, barred ventilation slit at her eye level.

A bony finger slowly stroked the oak beside the slit.

"Do not despair, Sophia," Scibberas’s voice whispered through the wood, his tone thick with fanatical glee. "The journey to Vithe is long, and I have prepared so many inventive punishments for your rebellious flesh. The Lodge of His Holy Hand has set so many women on the path to righteousness. You will be my personal project. Our time together will be… mmmmm… endlessly productive.”

Sophie tried to scream her fury, but the thick wooden pacifier held her jaw locked wide, muffling the sound into a pathetic mumbling.

"Yes, save your breath," the priest hissed, his eyes peering through the ventilations slit. "You will be broken upon my altar. You will learn to kneel. You will learn to serve me. And before the end, my sweet harlot, I promise you... you will learn to love me."

The wagon jerked forward once more, picking up speed as it carried her into a nightmare she could hardly imagine.

But Margaret was free. And that thought would sustain her through any torture and depravity Pater Scibberas inflicted upon her.

She hoped.
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