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Chapter 1: The Broken Wing

The morning sun broke over Aethelgard, casting harsh shadows across the slate roofs of the new barracks and the polished bronze of Brynn's aqueduct pipes. It offered no warmth to the stone battlements where my people stood watch.

Peace. It felt foreign. A temporary illusion I was forcing myself to accept.

I stood on the balcony of the expanded manor house—no longer just a cabin, but a two-story structure of stone and ironwood that served as the heart of our nascent nation. Below me, the settlement hummed with the industrious noise of survival turned into prosperity.

Kobolds were drilling in the yard, their yips and barks disciplined now, their spear-work sharp under the watchful violet gaze of Isolde. The former Knight Commander walked among them, not as a tyrant, but as a towering mother hen in white plate armor, correcting a stance here, patting a scaly head there.

To my left, near the river, Sela was overseeing the construction of the new water wheel, her long, serpentine tail coiled lazily on a sun-warmed rock as she barked orders at a team of sweating dwarves who seemed terrified and aroused in equal measure.

And somewhere in the shadows, I knew Mio was watching. She was always watching. My shadow. My first.

I took a sip of the bitter, dark tea Elara had imported from the Elven lands. It tasted like moss and caffeine.

"You are clenching your jaw again, Master."

I didn't turn. I knew the sound of those heavy, rhythmic footsteps.

Isolde stepped onto the balcony. She wasn't wearing her helmet today. Her golden hair was braided in a complex crown around her head, exposing the long, elegant line of her neck—the neck I had healed, the neck that marked her as mine.

She moved to stand beside me, her pauldron clanking softly against my shoulder. The heat radiating from her armor was familiar now, a comfort rather than a threat.

"I'm not clenching," I lied.

"You are," she corrected, reaching out with a gauntleted hand to touch my cheek. The metal was cool, but I could feel the pulse of her warmth beneath it. "You are scanning the tree line. You are waiting for the other shoe to drop."

"Gideon is gone, Isolde. The Order is broken."

"Wolves do not stop hunting just because the Lion has left the field," she murmured, her eyes darkening slightly. "And you have built a very fat, very tempting sheep pen here, Ethan."

She leaned in, her voice dropping to that husky, intimate register that always sent a jolt of electricity straight to my groin.

"Relax. The walls are strong. The guards are alert. And I..." She pressed her armored hip against mine. "I am exceedingly bored. Perhaps the King requires a personal inspection?"

I looked at her. The violet fire in her eyes was hungry. Peace didn't sit well with Isolde; she needed an outlet for the massive reserves of mana and energy I kept pumping into her.

"Isolde, it's ten in the morning."

"The best time for drills," she smirked, her hand drifting lower, her metal fingers grazing the front of my trousers.

I was about to respond, about to let her drag me back into the shadows of the bedroom, when the sound tore through the morning air.

No war horn or roar heralded the attack.

Instead, a scream tore through the morning air. High, shrill, and laced with a pain that turned my blood to ice.

I froze. Isolde’s hand stopped instantly, her demeanor shifting from seductress to sentinel in a fraction of a second.

"Sky," I breathed.

I knew that voice. I knew the specific timbre of her screech.

I vaulted over the railing of the balcony, ignoring the stairs, dropping fifteen feet to the courtyard below. My stats, boosted by the system and the bond with my partners, absorbed the impact easily.

Isolde landed beside me with a heavy thud, her greatsword already half-drawn.

"Where?" she barked.

I pointed up.

High above the northern tree line, a shape was plummeting. It wasn't the graceful, controlled dive of a hunter. It was a tumble. A ragdoll spinning in the wind.

One of her blue wings was trailing uselessly behind her, bent at a sickening angle.

"She's falling!" Mio shouted, bursting from the shadows of the warehouse, her eyes wide with panic. "She can't catch the updraft!"

"Catch her!" I roared, sprinting toward the open ground outside the gate. "Elara! Wind!"

From the upper window of her tower, the Elven Sage appeared, her staff glowing green. She chanted a single syllable, a sharp, cutting sound.

A gust of wind, unnatural and focused, shot upward from the ground.

The cushion of compressed air slammed into Sky’s falling body fifty feet from the earth. The brutal deceleration arrested her fall instantly, snapping her head back. She hit the magical buffer, bounced once, and then crashed into the tall grass of the meadow, rolling over and over in a tangle of feathers and limbs.

I was there seconds later.

The smell hit me first. Copper. Fresh, hot blood.

"Sky!"

I slid to my knees in the grass beside her.

She was a mess. Her leather scouting armor was shredded. Her white-blonde hair was matted with gore. Her left wing—her beautiful, azure wing—was snapped mid-bone, the feathers stained dark crimson.

But she was alive. Her chest heaved in ragged, wet gasps. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her teeth grit so hard I thought they might crack.

"Ethan..." she wheezed, her hand scrabbling blindly in the dirt until I grabbed it. Her grip was weak, trembling.

"I'm here," I said, my voice shaking with a rage I hadn't felt since the Crusade. "I've got you. Don't move."

"Don't... heal it yet," she gasped, her eyes snapping open. They were dilated, wild with pain and adrenaline. "You have... to see."

"See what?"

" The message ."

She rolled onto her side, crying out as the movement jarred her broken wing.

I looked.

My stomach dropped.

On her back, carved directly into the pale skin between her shoulder blades, was a symbol. It hadn't been done with a knife. It looked like it had been gouged with a claw or a serrated hook.

It was a crude, weeping red sigil. A wolf's jaw clamping down on a drop of blood.

The mark of the Crimson Fang.

"Poachers," Isolde hissed from behind me, her voice cold as the grave. "They dared to touch one of ours."

"They... were waiting," Sky rasped, coughing up a speck of blood. "Nets... iron nets... in the canopy. I didn't see them until... until they snapped."

"Shh," I commanded, placing my hand on her forehead. "Not now. Intel later. Healing now."

I scooped her up. She was light, her hollow bones made for flight, but she felt heavy with trauma. She whimpered, burying her face in my neck.

"It hurts, Ethan... I can't feel the wind..." She clutched my shirt, her eyes wide with a primal terror that went deeper than the pain. "My wing is dead weight. Am I... am I going to be a flightless bird? Just... livestock? Like a chicken?"

"I'll fix it," I promised, my voice fierce as I squeezed her hand. "You are not livestock. You will fly higher than ever. I'll fix everything."

I carried her back to the manor, my stride long and urgent. The crowd parted for us, silence falling over the settlement. They saw the blood. They saw the broken wing.

They saw the look on my face.

"Isolde," I said, not looking back. "Secure the perimeter. Full lockdown. No one in or out."

"Done," she answered, her sword scraping as she drew it fully.

"Mio. Sela. War room. Now."

I kicked open the door to my quarters and laid Sky gently on the bed.

The white furs were instantly stained red.

"Elara!" I shouted. "I need hot water, bandages, and the numbing salve. The strong stuff."

Elara materialized in the doorway, her face pale but composed. She vanished instantly to fetch the supplies.

I turned back to Sky. She was shivering, going into shock.

"Look at me," I said, grabbing a cloth and pressing it against the carving on her back to staunch the bleeding. "Sky, look at me."

She focused on me, her pupils trembling. "Am I... am I grounded?"

"Temporarily," I said. "I'm going to set the bone. It's going to hurt."

"I can take it," she whispered, though her lip quivered. "I'm a hunter."

"You're my hunter," I agreed.

Elara returned with a basin of steaming water and jars of ointment. Mio and Sela were right behind her, their expressions grim.

"Hold her down," I ordered Mio. "Shoulders. Sela, take her legs."

They moved instantly. Mio pinned Sky's shoulders to the mattress, her touch firm but gentle. Sela wrapped her hands around Sky's ankles.

"Ethan," Sky whimpered as I reached for her broken wing.

"I know," I murmured. "I'm sorry."

I activated my skill.

【Divine Eye Appraisal】

The blue window flashed over her wing.

Target: Sky (Harpy)

Condition: Humeral Fracture (Compound), Lacerations, Mana Shock.

Foreign Magic Detected: Trace amounts of paralytic toxin (Wyvern Venom).

"Poison," I muttered. "They drugged her."

I placed my hands on the break. I needed to align the bones before I could pour the magic in, or it would heal crooked.

"Breathe," I told her.

I snapped the bone back into place.

Sky screamed. It was a raw, tearing sound that echoed off the stone walls. Her body arched off the bed, fighting Mio’s grip. Her talons scrabbled at the sheets, shredding them.

"Hold her!" I barked, sweat stinging my eyes.

"I have her," Mio grunted, leaning her weight onto Sky's shoulders. Her claws punched through the thick linen sheets, shredding them as she anchored herself, and her tail lashed violently against the bedpost. She wasn't just holding Sky down; she was restraining her own explosive need to hunt down whoever did this.

I didn't let go. I kept my hands on the wing, visualizing the bone knitting together.

【Healing Embrace】

I poured my mana into her.

Usually, healing felt like a warm river. This time, I made it hot. I made it aggressive. I pushed my energy into the marrow of her bones, burning away the toxin, cauterizing the micro-fractures.

The golden light flared under my palms, bright enough to light the room.

Sky’s scream tapered off into a ragged sob, then into a gasp.

The magic wasn't just fixing tissue. It was flooding her nervous system with endorphins, a side effect of high-intensity healing I had discovered with Isolde.

It was a biological override. Pain turned into pleasure.

Sky’s body went lax, then tense again, but in a different way. Her back arched, pushing her chest out. Her toes curled.

"Ethan..." she groaned, her voice changing pitch. It wasn't pain anymore. It was a drug-hazed confusion. "It... burns... inside..."

"Let it burn," I whispered, sliding my hands down the length of her wing, smoothing the feathers, checking the alignment.

My fingers brushed against the sensitive membrane of the wing joint.

Sky shuddered violently. Her breathing hitched.

"There," I soothed, my voice dropping lower, instinctively shifting into the tone I used when I was taming. "Good. You took it. You're strong."

I kept one hand on her wing, pumping a steady, low-level stream of healing mana into her. With my other hand, I reached for a wet cloth and began to clean the blood from her back.

I wiped away the red, revealing the carved sigil. The wound was already closing under my influence, the angry red lines fading to pink scars.

But the act of cleaning her—the friction of the cloth, the heat of my hand—was sending shivers through her.

"Master..." she mumbled, her eyes fluttering open. They were glassy, unfocused. She looked at me with a desperate, naked need.

The pain had stripped away her defenses. The healing was stripping away her inhibitions.

She tried to move her wing, testing it. It held.

"It feels... hot," she whispered. "My blood is... buzzing."

"That's the venom clearing out," I said, though I knew it was more than that. It was my mana. My essence, mingling with hers.

I moved my hand to her lower back, rubbing circles into the tense muscles.

"You're safe now, Sky. You're home."

She let out a long, shuddering sigh, her hips shifting on the bed, grinding slightly against the mattress.

"Home," she repeated, the word slurring.

She reached out with her good wing, wrapping it around my arm, pulling me closer.

"They said..." she swallowed, her throat dry. "They said... tell the King... his crown is made of glass."

"Who said that?" I asked, my hand pausing on her back.

"The man with the wolf teeth," she whispered. "Garm. He was there. Watching."

I felt a cold rage settle in my gut, displacing the heat of the healing.

Garm. The Crimson Fang.

"He let you go," I realized. "To send a message."

"He said..." Sky squeezed my arm, her claws digging into my skin, not to hurt, but to anchor herself. "He said the forest is closed. He said we are... livestock."

Mio hissed, a low, dangerous sound. Sela’s eyes narrowed into slits.

"Livestock," I repeated quietly.

I looked down at the Harpy in my bed. Broken, bleeding, branded like cattle.

I moved my hand from her back to her neck, my fingers threading through her blood-matted hair. I massaged her scalp, hitting the pressure points that I knew would relax her.

She moaned, her eyes rolling back, her body melting under my touch.

"You aren't livestock," I told her, leaning down so my lips were inches from her ear. "You are a queen of the sky. And anyone who touches you..."

I kissed her temple, a soft, lingering contact that made her shiver from head to toe.

"...loses their hand."

Sky looked up at me. The fear in her eyes was receding, replaced by a fierce, burning adoration. The pain was gone, replaced by the heavy, throbbing warmth of my healing.

She shifted her legs, opening them slightly, an unconscious invitation born of comfort and the need for reassurance.

"Heal me," she whispered, her voice thick. "Make me forget him. Make me feel only you."

It was a dangerous line to cross. She was injured. She was vulnerable.

But in Aethelgard, intimacy was our shield. It was how we reaffirmed our existence.

I ran my hand down her side, tracing the curve of her hip, stopping just above her thigh.

"Rest first," I said softly. "Sleep. Let the bone set."

I leaned in and kissed her lips. It was gentle, tasting of iron and tears, but I put a pulse of mana into it—a sedative push.

"Sleep, Sky."

Her eyes grew heavy. The tension drained out of her frame.

"Stay..." she murmured, her hand going limp in mine. "Stay with me..."

"I'm not going anywhere."

I watched her breathing deepen, falling into a magically induced slumber.

I stood up slowly, wiping the blood from my hands onto a rag.

The room was silent.

Mio was standing by the window, staring out at the forest. Her tail was lashing back and forth, a metronome of violence.

Sela was leaning against the wall, her arms crossed. Her face was impassive, but the air around her was cold, the temperature dropping as her ice affinity flared in response to her anger.

"Report," I said. My voice sounded different. It wasn't the voice of the Healer. It wasn't the voice of the Lover.

It was the voice of the King.

"The forest is compromised," Mio said without turning around. "If they caught Sky, they have nets. They have elevated positions. They aren't just poachers. They are a siege force."

"They have surrounded us," Sela added. "They didn't attack the walls because they don't want to break the walls. They want to starve us out. Or wait for us to make a mistake."

"They carved a message into her back," I said, looking at the sleeping harpy. "They think we're prey."

I walked to the map table in the corner of the room. It showed Aethelgard, the river, the mountains. And the sprawling, dense forest that surrounded us.

I picked up a red marker. I drew a circle around our home.

"They want a siege," I said quietly. "They want to trap us in here."

I looked at Mio.

"Get Isolde. Get Thora. Wake the tanks."

Mio turned to me. Her golden eyes were blazing. "What are your orders, Master?"

I looked at the blood on my hands. It was Sky's blood. My family's blood.

The peace of the morning felt like a distant memory, a dream I had woken up from.

I didn't feel like a defender anymore. I didn't feel like a man who wanted to build walls and hide behind them.

I felt a cold, crystalline clarity crystallizing in my chest. A shard of ice that pierced through the empathy and the hesitation.

"We don't hide," I said.

I threw the bloody rag onto the map.

"We don't negotiate. We don't wait for them to come to us."

I turned to the door.

"They think they've surrounded a herd of sheep."

I grabbed my sword belt, buckling it on. The weight was comforting.

"They're about to find out they walked into a wolf's den."

"Prepare the hunting party," I commanded. "We're going to send a message back."

"What message?" Sela asked, a cruel smile touching her lips.

"That the forest doesn't belong to the hunters anymore," I said, opening the door and stepping out into the harsh light of day.

"It belongs to us. To the monsters."


Chapter 2: The Spider in the Shadows

The forest canopy was a thick, suffocating blanket of green that filtered the midday sun into a dim, watery twilight. It should have been peaceful, alive with the chirping of insects and the rustle of small game.

Instead, it was silent.

The silence of a graveyard.

I moved through the underbrush, my boots sinking into the damp loam. Mio was a shadow to my left, her daggers drawn, her tail twitching with a nervous, staccato rhythm. Sela slithered to my right, her emerald eyes scanning the upper branches, her tongue flicking out to taste the air for the scent of iron or blood.

We were the hunting party. But right now, we felt more like the bait.

"The nets were here," Mio whispered, pointing to a patch of trampled ferns. "Iron-weave. Heavy. They dragged them away."

I knelt, touching the broken fronds. The sap was still wet. "Recently."

"They know we are coming," Sela hissed, her scales rasping against the bark of an oak. "The wind carries the scent of wolf."

"Garm," I muttered.

The Crimson Fang had staked a claim on my backyard. They had hurt Sky. They had threatened my home.

I stood up, gripping the hilt of my sword. The rage that had crystalized in my gut earlier was still there, cold and sharp, but it was tempered now by caution. We weren't dealing with mindless beasts. We were dealing with professionals.

"Spread out," I commanded softly. "Fifty yards. Keep visual contact. If you see a trap, don't disarm it. Mark it."

Mio nodded and vanished into the foliage. Sela hesitated, giving me a worried look, then glided away into the shadows.

I was alone.

I moved deeper into the woods, my senses dialed up to eleven. My 【Divine Eye Appraisal】 was active, scanning every bush, every vine, looking for the telltale blue shimmer of a hidden mechanism or a magical signature.

Nothing. Just the oppressive silence.

I walked for ten minutes, the tension coiling in my shoulders.

Then, I saw it.

A single, silver thread stretching across the path.

It wasn't a tripwire. It was too thin, too translucent. It caught a stray beam of sunlight, glistening like dew.

I stopped. I leaned in closer, careful not to touch it.

【Appraisal】

Object: Razor-Silk

Properties: High tensile strength. Adhesive. Conductive.

Origin: Organic (Arachne).

Arachne.

My breath hitched. We weren't just dealing with poachers. There was something else in these woods.

I straightened up to call out to Mio, to warn them.

My 【Divine Eye】 didn't trigger. No warning. No red flash. Why? Because there was no killing intent. No magic. Just pure, cold, biological hunger.

Thwip.

The sound was soft, wet, and incredibly fast.

Something slammed into my back—a heavy, sticky mass that expanded instantly upon impact.

I tried to turn, to draw my sword, but my arms were pinned instantly. A white, viscous substance expanded on impact, hardening in seconds, glueing my elbows to my ribs.

"What—"

Another shot. This one hit my legs. My ankles were bound together with a force that knocked me off balance.

I fell, hitting the forest floor with a thud.

"Mio! Sela!" I shouted.

Or I tried to.

A third shot hit my face. A gag of webbing plastered over my mouth, silencing my cry, tasting of bitter chemicals and dust.

I struggled, thrashing against the bonds. The webbing was stronger than steel cable. It didn't give an inch.

Then, I was moving.

Something grabbed the webbing around my ankles and pulled.

I was dragged backward, sliding over roots and rocks, moving faster than a man could run. The forest blurred.

I was being reeled in.

I was dragged for what felt like miles, though it was probably only minutes. The terrain changed. The soft loam gave way to rocky ground. The air grew cooler, smelling of damp stone and something sweet—like rotting fruit and orchids.

We entered a dark fissure in the earth. As my eyes adjusted, the true horror of the terrain revealed itself.

The walls were lined with silk. Layers and layers of white webbing, creating a soft, padded tunnel.

I was hoisted up. The line attached to my feet went vertical. I was lifted into the air, dangling upside down like a caught fly.

My vision spun. Blood rushed to my head.

Then, the movement stopped.

I hung there, spinning slowly in the gloom.

"Quiet," a voice said.

It was a woman's voice. husky, smooth, and laced with a terrifying, predatory amusement.

"The little fly buzzes so loud."

I twisted my neck, trying to see.

She descended from the ceiling.

At first, all I saw was the woman. She was beautiful in a dark, gothic way. Pale skin that looked like porcelain, long hair the color of midnight that floated around her as if she were underwater. Her eyes were red—not the angry crimson of a monster, but the deep, rich color of old wine.

She wore nothing but a corset of woven black silk that pushed her breasts up, offering them like forbidden fruit.

But then she continued to descend, and the rest of her came into view.

Below the waist, there were no legs.

There was a bulbous, armored abdomen of shiny black chitin. Eight massive, segmented legs, tipped with sharp spikes, moved with a silent, hypnotic rhythm.

An Arachne. A Spider Queen.

She lowered herself until her human face was level with mine. She hung upside down, her spider legs clinging to the webs above, defying gravity.

She smiled. Her teeth were sharp.

"Hello, little fly," she whispered.

I glared at her, trying to chew through the gag. My mind raced. Arachne. High threat level. Venomous. Strong.

She reached out with a human hand, her fingernails painted black. She traced the line of my jaw.

"You aren't a Crimson Fang," she mused, her red eyes narrowing. "You don't smell like dog. You smell like... magic. And trees. And sex."

She sniffed me, her nose brushing my neck.

"You smell delicious."

She spun right side up, dropping to the floor of the web-cave with a soft landing. She towered over me. Her spider body possessed a terrifying, heavy bulk; her chitinous abdomen scraped against the narrow cavern walls, taking up the space of a fully armored warhorse.

"I am Lilith," she announced. "And this is my parlor. I'm afraid the hospitality is lacking. My previous home was... renovated. By fire."

Her voice hardened on the word fire. The playful tone vanished, replaced by a simmering rage.

"Garm," I thought. Garm burned her nest.

She walked around me, her legs clicking softly on the stone. She was inspecting her catch.

"You walk in my woods. You carry a sword. Are you one of his?" she asked, stopping in front of me.

I shook my head violently. No.

"Lies," she hissed. She poked my chest with a sharp foreleg. It pricked my skin through my tunic. "Men always lie. Especially the ones with swords."

She leaned in close.

"I need to know the truth. I need to know if you are prey, or if you are... useful."

She ran her hand down my body, over my chest, my stomach, stopping at my crotch.

"Useful," she purred, feeling the hardness there. Fear, adrenaline, and the confusing arousal of being helpless in front of a monster girl—it was a potent cocktail.

"Let's test you."

She gestured with her hand. A strand of silk shot from her abdomen, hitting my chest. She pulled, ripping my tunic open. Buttons flew.

She stripped me. With surgical precision, using her claws and her silk, she cut and tore my clothes away until I was hanging naked, bound only at the ankles and wrists.

"Hmm," she hummed, looking me up and down. "Good stock. Healthy. Strong mana flow."

She moved closer. Her spider body positioned itself underneath me.

"I have a poison," she said conversationally, trailing a finger down my bare chest. "It is a neurotoxin. It paralyzes the voluntary muscles. You won't be able to move your arms. You won't be able to kick."

She smiled, a wicked, hungry thing.

"But it has a side effect. It acts as a... vasodilator. It forces blood into the extremities. Specifically, the spongy tissues."

She flicked my semi-hard cock with her finger.

"It makes you hard, little fly. Rock hard. And it keeps you that way. For hours."

She reached behind her back. From a pouch woven into her web-belt, she pulled a small, glass vial.

She uncorked it. It smelled sweet and acrid.

"Open up."

She ripped the gag from my mouth.

"I am not your enemy!" I gasped, spitting out the taste of silk. "I am hunting Garm! He hurt my—"

She silenced me with a kiss.

Her lips were cold, then hot. Her tongue forced its way into my mouth, slick and demanding.

And with the kiss, she poured the liquid from the vial into my throat.

I gagged, trying to spit it out, but she held my jaw shut, massaging my throat until I swallowed.

"There," she whispered, pulling back. A string of saliva connected us. "Now we wait."

The effect was instant.

Fire raced through my veins. My fingers went numb. My toes curled and locked.

A wave of heaviness washed over my limbs. I tried to lift my head, but my neck felt like rubber. I slumped, hanging limp in the bonds.

But my groin...

My groin exploded.

Blood rushed south with a painful, throbbing intensity. My cock swelled, thickening, lengthening, straining against the air until it was fully, painfully erect. It pulsed with my heartbeat, a rod of iron in a body of lead.

"Oh my," Lilith cooed, her eyes widening as she watched the transformation. "Very responsive. Most men need a higher dose."

She reached out and wrapped her hand around me. Her grip was strong, cool, and possessive.

"You are trapped," she whispered. "You are helpless. And you are hard."

She stroked me, a slow, deliberate milking motion.

"Now comes the test. If you are weak... if you are just another bandit... you will spill your seed quickly. You will break under the pleasure."

She leaned in, her red eyes glowing.

"But if you are strong... if you have the vitality of a King... you will last. You will fill me."

She didn't use her hand anymore. She moved her body.

She positioned her massive spider abdomen beneath me.

Then, she leaned forward. Because I was hanging upside down, her human torso pressed tightly against my chest, pulling me into a suffocating hug.

Her breasts, soft and heavy in the silk corset, pressed flush against me. Her nipples were hard points digging into my skin.

"I'm going to milk you," she breathed into my ear. "I'm going to drain you dry. And if you survive... maybe I won't eat you."

She moved her hips. Or rather, her spider body.

She wasn't using her human parts for this.

She slid something wet and warm against the tip of my cock.

I looked down, straining my paralyzed neck.

Between her front spider legs, on the underside of her thorax, there was a slit. A hidden, soft fold of flesh amidst the armor.

Her ovipositor? Her spinneret?

No. It was a sheath. A wet, pulsing orifice designed to take.

She lined me up.

"Hold still," she teased, knowing I couldn't move an inch.

She raised her bulk and then lowered it.

Schlupp.

She swallowed me.

The sensation was alien and overwhelming. It wasn't like a human woman. It was tighter, ribbed with internal muscles that rippled and gripped like living rings. The heat was intense, a feverish warmth that seeped into my bones.

I gasped, my head thrown back, unable to scream, unable to thrash.

"Yes," Lilith moaned, her human body shuddering against mine. "Deep. You fit well."

She began to bounce.

Her eight legs flexed, moving her massive body up and down with terrifying power and precision. She controlled the speed, the angle, the depth.

She was the machine. I was the raw material.

Inside, her walls clamped down on me, milking me with a rhythmic, suctioning pressure that was maddening.

"You like that?" she whispered, biting my earlobe. "You like being used by a monster?"

She picked up the pace. Slap. Slap. Slap.

The sound of her chitin impacting my thighs was loud in the cave.

The toxin was working. My body was numb, but my cock was hyper-sensitive. Every nerve ending was screaming. I felt every ridge, every pulse of her internal anatomy.

It was too much. It was agonizing bliss.

I wanted to cum. I wanted to release the pressure.

But I couldn't. The paralysis stopped me from clenching the muscles I needed to ejaculate.

I was trapped on the edge. Edging against my will.

"Frustrating?" she purred, feeling my distress. "Good. Build it up. Make it potent."

She ground harder, her nails digging into my chest.

"Tell me," she hissed. "Are you Garm's?"

"No!" I rasped, my voice barely working.

"Prove it. Give me your energy. A Crimson Fang dog would have withered by now."

She was right. The drain was immense. She wasn't just taking seed; she was taking mana. She was a parasite, feeding on my life force through the connection.

A normal man would be dead.

But I wasn't a normal man.

I closed my eyes. I focused.

The paralysis was strong. It blocked my motor control.

But it didn't block my System.

【Status Check】

Condition: Paralysis (Neurotoxin - Arachne Variety).

Resistance: Poison Resistance (High) - Activated.

Sela.

The kiss. The venom she had forced down my throat in the hunter's lodge. The vow sealed in poison.

My body remembered. My blood remembered.

It wasn't immunity. It was resistance. It meant I wasn't helpless. I just needed to push.

I focused on the numbness. I visualized Sela’s green venom hunting down Lilith’s white toxin. Eating it. Neutralizing it.

Burn it out.

I felt a spark. A twitch in my finger. Then my toe.

The paralysis was receding. Slowly.

Lilith didn't notice. She was lost in the rhythm, her head thrown back, her hair whipping my face. She was getting high on my mana.

"More," she groaned. "So much power. You are... delicious."

She clamped down hard, trying to force the climax.

I gritted my teeth. I let the pleasure build, let the mana surge.

But I didn't give it to her. Not yet.

I waited until she was at the peak of her upstroke, her body vulnerable, her eyes closed in ecstasy.

Then, I moved.

I tore my right hand free from the webbing. The silk snapped with a sound like a gunshot.

Lilith’s eyes snapped open. "What—"

I didn't hesitate. I reached up and grabbed her human throat.

I didn't squeeze to kill. I squeezed to dominate.

"My turn," I growled.

I pushed the 【Healing Embrace】 beyond its limits.

Instead of letting her siphon my energy, I reversed the flow. I pushed.

I flooded her with mana. Not a trickle. A tsunami.

"AH!" She screamed, her body convulsing. It was too much. Too fast.

The pleasure turned into a sensory overload. Her internal muscles spasmed, clamping onto me with a force that nearly crushed me.

"You wanted a test?" I roared, ripping my other hand free. I grabbed her hips—her human hips—and pulled her down, driving myself deeper than she had intended.

"Here is the test, Lilith!"

I thrust upward. Even hanging upside down, even with my legs still bound, I fought back.

I met her rhythm and broke it. I set the pace.

Fast. Brutal. Unyielding.

"No!" she gasped, her eyes rolling back as my golden mana flooded her crimson gaze. "Too strong! Stop! You'll burn me out!"

"You started this," I snarled, biting her neck, right on the pulse point. "Now we finish it."

"Yes..." Her plea turned into a desperate beg. Her spider legs spasmed, cracking the stone floor beneath us. "Fill me! Make me strong! Strong enough to kill the Wolf!"

I pumped my mana into her, mixing it with the lust, the anger, and her thirst for vengeance.

Her resistance shattered.

She wasn't the predator anymore. She was the vessel.

Her spider legs buckled. She collapsed against me, her human torso pressing tight to mine, her breath coming in ragged screams.

"Master!" she shrieked, the word slipping out unbidden.

That was the trigger.

The paralysis in my groin broke. The dam burst.

I erupted inside her.

It wasn't just semen. It was a concentrated blast of life force, glowing with a faint golden light that illuminated the cave.

Lilith howled. Her back arched, her spider body twitching uncontrollably. Her internal muscles milked me, draining every drop, every spark of energy.

She rode the climax, shaking, crying out in a language I didn't understand—ancient spider-tongue, clicking and hissing in ecstasy.

We hung there for a long time, swinging gently in the dark.

My breathing was ragged. My body felt light, emptied out.

Lilith slumped against me, her head resting on my shoulder. Her spider legs were wrapped around the silk line above us, trembling.

Slowly, the red glow faded from her eyes. She blinked, looking at me with a mixture of awe and terror.

She licked her lips, tasting the sweat on my neck.

"You..." she whispered, her voice weak. "You broke the silk. You overcame the poison."

"I had help," I said, thinking of Sela. "And I don't like being tied up."

She chuckled, a wet, breathless sound.

"You are not Garm's," she admitted. "Garm is strong, but he is... simple. You are... complex."

She shifted, pulling off me with a wet, squelching pop. I hissed at the loss of warmth.

She used a leg to slice the webbing holding my feet.

I dropped.

I landed on the soft floor of the nest, my knees buckling. I fell to all fours, coughing.

Lilith descended, landing gracefully beside me. She picked up my ruined tunic and draped it over my shoulders.

It was a surprisingly tender gesture.

She knelt—or lowered her bulk—until she was eye level with me.

"You passed," she said.

"The test?"

"The interview."

She smiled, and this time, it wasn't predatory. It was the smile of a lonely queen who had found a king.

"My nest is gone. My children are scattered. I need a new home."

She reached out and touched my chest, right over my heart.

"You have a strong heart. And a tasty cock."

She leaned in and kissed me, soft and lingering.

"I will help you hunt the Wolf," she promised. "I will spin webs around his fortress. I will dissolve his bones."

She looked deep into my eyes.

"But in return... you must let me build a nest in your attic. And you must let me taste you again."

I looked at her. The monster who had just enslaved me, tested me, and then submitted to me.

I thought of Sky, broken and bleeding. I thought of the trap.

I needed allies. I needed monsters.

"Deal," I said, my voice hoarse.

"Good."

She stood up, her massive form filling the cave.

"Now get dressed, Master. The hunt is waiting. And I believe your little cat is looking for you."

She pointed to the cave entrance.

Mio stood there, frozen in the shadows. Her eyes were wide, taking in the scene—the nakedness, the sweat, the giant spider woman.

She looked at me. Then at Lilith.

"Ethan?" she squeaked.

"It's okay," I said, standing up and wrapping the tunic around my waist. "We have a new recruit."

Lilith waved a clawed hand.

"Hello, little cat. Don't worry. I left some for you."

Mio’s tail puffed up to twice its size.

"I hate spiders," she hissed.

"You'll get used to me," Lilith purred, falling into step behind me.

We walked out of the cave and back into the forest.

The hunting party had grown. And the Crimson Fang had no idea what was coming for them.


Chapter 3: Web of Defense

Bringing a giant spider queen home to meet the family is complicated.

Bringing her home to a settlement already on high alert, traumatized by the injury of one of their own, is a diplomatic nightmare.

We emerged from the tree line just as the sun began its descent, painting the sky in bruises of purple and red. The hunting party had changed. We left as three—myself, Mio, and Sela. We returned as four.

Lilith walked behind us. She didn't scuttle; she flowed. Her eight massive, segmented legs moved with a hypnotic, terrifying synchronization, carrying her bulk over the uneven ground as if it were a paved road. Her human torso was upright, proud, her black hair floating around her pale shoulders. She wore my ruined tunic like a cape, a token of her submission, but she looked anything but submissive.

She looked like a conqueror surveying her new estate.

"Impressive," Lilith purred, her red eyes scanning the wooden palisade of Aethelgard. "Crude, but sturdy. Good bones."

"It's not a nest," Mio muttered, walking beside me. "It's a fortress."

"Every fortress is a nest, little cat," Lilith corrected, a playful smile touching her lips. "It's just a matter of who is laying the eggs."

We reached the main gate. The guards—two young Kobolds trembling so hard their spears rattled against their shields—stared up at the Arachne with eyes the size of dinner plates.

"Open the gate!" I commanded, projecting the voice of the Lord. "She is with us."

"But... Lord Ethan..." one Kobold squeaked. "It's... it's a..."

"She is a recruit," I said firmly. "Open it."

The gate groaned open. We walked through.

The settlement went silent. The rhythmic clang of the smithy stopped. Conversations died. All eyes turned to the monster in our midst.

Lilith didn't shrink away. She drew herself up to her full height, her spider body looming over the crowd. She looked terrifying.

Then, she smiled. It wasn't the predatory grin of the cave. It was the radiant, charming smile of a woman who knows exactly how much power she holds.

"Hello, little morsels," she cooed, waving a hand.

Isolde was waiting for us in the courtyard. She was fully armored, her hand resting on the hilt of her greatsword. She looked at Lilith, her violet eyes narrowing, assessing the threat.

"You went hunting for a wolf," Isolde said, her voice cool. "You brought back a spider."

"The wolf was hiding," I said, stopping in front of her. "The spider was hungry. And useful."

Isolde looked at me, then at the bite mark on my neck where Lilith had tasted me. She didn't get jealous. She understood.

"She is an asset?"

"She is a siege weapon," I corrected. "And we are under siege."

I turned to the gathering crowd. To the Cait Siths, the Harpies, the Kobolds.

"Listen to me!" I shouted. "The Crimson Fang is out there. They have nets. They have numbers. They think they can trap us. They think they can starve us out."

I pointed at Lilith.

"So I brought someone who knows a thing or two about traps."

Lilith stepped forward. She raised one of her massive forelegs and tapped the ground.

Thump.

"Your Lord tells the truth," she announced, her voice carrying easily. "The woods are full of dogs. But dogs are stupid. They run in straight lines."

She raised her hands, and silk shot from her fingertips, creating a dazzling, complex pattern in the air in seconds.

"I do not run. I wait. And tonight... we are going to turn this valley into the stickiest, deadliest web this world has ever seen."

The fear in the air shifted. It didn't vanish, but it transformed into something else. Curiosity. Hope.

And a dark satisfaction that the monster was on our side.

"Get to work," I ordered. "Lilith, coordinate with Sela. I want the perimeter sealed tight enough that a fly can't fart without us knowing."

"With pleasure, Master," Lilith curtsied—a bizarre, graceful motion for a creature of her size.

As the crowd dispersed, returning to their tasks with renewed frantic energy, a figure detached itself from the group of Cait Siths.

It was a woman with fur the color of midnight black and eyes like polished emeralds. She moved with a limber, confident grace that mirrored Mio’s, but there was a maturity to her, a heaviness in her shoulders.

Ruby. The leader of the Cait Sith refugees we had saved from the slave caravan months ago.

She walked straight to Mio.

"You're alive," Ruby said, her voice rough with relief. She didn't hug Mio; they were warriors. She gripped Mio’s shoulder, her claws extending slightly to dig into the leather armor.

"I am," Mio said, her ears flicking. "But Sky..."

"I heard," Ruby cut her off, her face darkening. "The healers are with her. The bone is set. She sleeps."

Ruby looked at me, then back at Mio. "We are ready, Sister. My girls... they are frightened. But they have claws. They remember the cages. They will not go back."

"They won't have to," Mio said fiercely. "We hold the line."

"We will do more than hold," Ruby corrected. She looked at the wall, where Lilith was already climbing, spinning thick cables of white silk between the watchtowers.

"We will bleed them. I have organized the shifts. The mothers are in the deep cellar with the non-combatants. The fighters are at the wall."

She looked at Mio with a gaze so full of pride and love it made my chest ache.

"You led us out of the dark, Mio. You gave us this place. If we have to die to keep it... that is a good trade."

"No one is dying," I interrupted, stepping between them. "Not today. Not on my watch."

Ruby looked at me. She smiled, a sad, wise expression.

"You are a good King, Ethan. But war always takes a tithe."

She squeezed Mio’s shoulder one last time. "I will be at the East Gate. It is the weakest point."

"Be careful, Ruby," Mio whispered.

"Careful is for prey," Ruby winked. "I am a cat."

She hesitated, then leaned in close, her voice dropping to a whisper only Mio could hear.

"Besides... when this is over, I'm going to ask Master Ethan for a proper name for my squad. And maybe... a proper massage. I hear his hands are magic."

She grinned, a flash of genuine, hopeful mischief.

"Don't tell him yet. It's a surprise."

She turned and ran toward the wall, shouting orders to her squad.

Mio watched her go, her tail lashing.

"She is... acting brave," Mio murmured. "But I can smell her fear. It smells like sour milk."

"She's leading," I said. "That's what leaders do. They swallow the fear so others don't have to taste it."

I put a hand on Mio's back. She was vibrating with tension.

"Come on. We have work to do."



The next three hours were a blur of logistics and silk.

Lilith wasn't exaggerating. She was a biological factory of defensive fortifications.

She spun tripwires so thin they were invisible to the naked eye, stringing them across every game trail and approach vector. She created sticky-traps—patches of adhesive webbing hidden under loose leaves—that would glue a man's boots to the earth.

She worked with Sela to lace the webs with paralytic toxins and necrotic rot-spores.

It was art. It was horrifying.

I was in a trench near the southern perimeter, digging. We were deepening the dry moat, lining the bottom with sharpened stakes.

It was grunt work. Hard, dirty, physical labor.

I was shirtless, sweat streaming down my back, mud caking my arms. The sun had set, and we were working by the light of the moons and the glow of mana-torches.

"Deeper," Mio said from above me.

She was perched on the edge of the trench, sharpening a stake.

"If it's too shallow, they'll just step over it. It needs to be a grave."

I groaned, driving the shovel into the hard-packed clay. "You could help, you know."

"I am supervising," she sniffed. "And watching your back."

She jumped down into the trench. It was narrow, barely wide enough for two people.

The walls of earth rose above our heads, cutting us off from the rest of the camp. It was a dark, damp, intimate scar in the ground.

Mio didn't pick up a shovel. She walked up to me.

She smelled of dust and ozone and the sharp, metallic tang of adrenaline.

She stopped inches from me. Her golden eyes were glowing in the gloom.

"You smell like her," she stated.

I paused, leaning on the shovel. "Lilith?"

"The spider," Mio spat. "You smell like her musk. Like her silk. Like her... venom."

She stepped closer, crowding me against the dirt wall. Her tail wrapped around my leg, tight and possessive.

"She tasted you. I saw the mark on your neck."

"It was... part of the negotiation," I said, my voice dropping. The air in the trench suddenly felt very thin. Very hot.

"Negotiation," Mio scoffed. She reached out and ran a finger over the bite mark on my neck. Her nail was sharp. It pricked the skin.

"She thinks she can just walk in here and claim things. Claim space. Claim you."

Mio’s breathing was shallow, rapid. Her chest heaved beneath her black leather armor.

"She's strong, Ethan. She's useful. I know that."

She looked up at me, her eyes dilated, swimming with a mix of jealousy and aggressive need.

"But she doesn't know you. Not like I do."

She pushed me. I stumbled back against the earth wall. The cool dirt pressed against my bare back.

"Mio, we have to finish the stakes—"

"Fuck the stakes," she hissed.

She dropped to her knees.

It wasn't a submissive gesture. It was a tactical one.

She ripped the laces of my trousers open. Her hands were frantic, rough. She wasn't asking. She was taking.

"She tasted you," Mio growled, freeing me. "Now I'm going to scrub her off."

She didn't wait. She took me into her mouth.

It was hot, wet, and demanding. Her tongue was rough, like a cat's, providing a friction that was borderline painful but incredibly arousing.

She sucked hard, her head bobbing with a fierce, angry rhythm.

"Mio..." I gasped, my hands finding purchase in her hair.

This wasn't lovemaking. This was territory marking. This was a statement of ownership written in saliva and suction.

She worked me, her throat tightening, her hand pumping the base of my shaft. She was milking me, trying to draw out every trace of the spider's influence.

Above us, the sounds of the camp continued—the shouts of the guards, the thwip-thwip of Lilith spinning her webs.

But down here, in the dark earth, it was just us.

Mio pulled off, a string of saliva connecting us. She looked up, her lips slick, her eyes wild.

"Put it in," she commanded. "Now."

She stood up and turned around, bending over, planting her hands against the dirt wall.

She arched her back, presenting herself. She was still wearing her leather leggings, but they were crotchless—a modification Sela had suggested for "tactical access."

It offered a perfect view of her wet, swollen pussy, twitching with anticipation.

"Fill me," she hissed over her shoulder. "Right here. In the dirt. Remind me who I belong to."

The primal urge overtook me. The fear of the coming battle, the stress of the command, the lingering toxicity of the spider—it all boiled down to this singular need.

I grabbed her hips and drove into her.

She screamed, a muffled sound that was swallowed by the earth.

"Yes!"

It was tight. Hot. Gritty.

I pounded into her, the rhythm frantic and hard. My hips slapped against her ass, the sound echoing in the narrow trench.

We fucked like animals caught in a trap, desperate to affirm life before death came calling.

Mio pushed back against me, grinding her ass onto my cock, meeting every thrust with equal force.

"Mine," she panted. "You are mine. Say it."

"I'm yours," I gritted out, biting her shoulder, tasting salt and leather.

"Say you hate the webs," she demanded, her internal muscles clamping down on me. "Say you prefer the fur."

"I prefer the fur," I lied—or maybe it was truth in that moment. "I prefer you."

She reached back, her nails digging into my thighs.

"Good. Now breed me. Give me the war-seed."

The phrase sent a jolt through me. War-seed. Life in the face of death.

I hammered into her, faster, harder. The friction was unbearable. The pleasure was a white-hot spike driving through my brain.

"Mio, I'm close!"

"Do it!" she shrieked. "Mark me! Ruin me!"

I grabbed her waist, pulling her flush against me, and buried myself to the hilt.

I erupted.

It was a violent, shuddering release. I poured into her, emptying the stress, the fear, the anger.

Mio convulsed around me, her knees buckling. She slid down the wall, dragging me with her, until we were a tangled heap on the muddy floor of the trench.

I stayed inside her, throbbing, as the world slowly spun back into focus.

Mio was panting, her head resting on her arms against the dirt.

"Okay," she whispered, her voice wrecked. "Okay."

She pulled away, the wet sound loud in the silence.

She turned over, leaning back against the wall, looking up at me. Her hair was a mess, stuck to her face with sweat. Her lips were swollen. There was a smear of mud on her cheek.

She looked beautiful.

"You smelled like lilies and rot," she said, wiping her mouth. "Now you smell like me."

"I always smell like you, Mio," I said, buttoning my trousers. My legs felt like jelly, but my mind was clear. The buzzing anxiety was gone.

"Good." She stood up, brushing the dirt from her knees. She picked up the sharpened stake she had dropped.

"We have twenty more of these to plant," she said, her tone business-like again, though her eyes were softer.

"Right," I said, grabbing my shovel.

We worked in silence for a while, the rhythm of the labor soothing after the frantic intimacy.

"Ethan," Mio said after a few minutes, driving a stake into the mud.

"Yeah?"

"Ruby..." She hesitated. "Ruby thinks she has to be a hero. She thinks because she is the oldest, she is expendable."

I stopped digging. "She's not expendable."

"I know," Mio said quietly. "But she doesn't listen. She wants to pay you back for saving us. She thinks her life is the currency."

Mio looked at me, her golden eyes reflecting the moonlight.

"Don't let her spend it, Ethan. Please."

"I won't," I promised. "I'll watch the East Gate myself if I have to."

Mio nodded, satisfied. She climbed out of the trench, offering me a hand up.

"Come on. The spider is done spinning. Let's see what she caught."

We climbed out of the earth and looked at the settlement.

It was transformed.

Under the light of the twin moons, Aethelgard shimmered.

Lilith had been busy.

A dome of silk stretched over the entire central compound, anchored to the watchtowers and the tallest trees. It was a translucent, silver shield that glimmered in the night.

Strands of webbing radiated out into the forest like the spokes of a wheel, vibrating with tension.

Lilith sat on the roof of the manor, her massive spider body silhouetted against the stars. She was motionless, her legs testing the tension of the lines.

She was the queen in her castle.

"It is beautiful," Mio admitted grudgingly. "In a creepy way."

"It's a warning," I said.

I looked out at the dark forest beyond the webs. Somewhere out there, Garm was watching. Somewhere out there, five thousand mercenaries were sharpening their blades.

But we were ready.

We had the wall. We had the web. We had the family.

And I had just been reminded exactly what I was fighting for.

"Let them come," I whispered.

A vibration ran through the ground—or maybe through the webs.

Lilith stood up on the roof. Her voice boomed across the valley, amplified by magic.

"THEY ARE HERE!"

From the tree line, a single flaming arrow arced into the sky.

Then another. Then a thousand.

The night turned into fire.

The siege had begun.


Chapter 4: The Impending Storm

The night sky over Aethelgard was no longer black. It was a canvas of screaming orange and smoky grey.

The first volley of fire arrows had struck the outer perimeter, igniting the dry grass and testing the integrity of Lilith’s web-dome.

I stood on the walkway of the palisade, my hands gripping the rough wood of the railing until splinters dug into my palms. Below me, the settlement was a hive of controlled chaos. The bucket brigade, organized by Thora, was already dousing the few sparks that had made it through the silk shield.

"It holds," Lilith hissed from her perch on the watchtower above me.

Her massive spider silhouette was backlit by the flames, her eight legs twitching as she sensed the vibrations of the impacts.

"My silk is not common cobweb, Master. It is fire-retardant. It will char, but it will not burn unless they bring oil."

"They will bring oil," I said, my voice grim. "Garm isn't stupid."

"No," she agreed, spinning a fresh line to patch a scorching hole in the canopy. "But he is testing the waters. Poking the nest to see what buzzes out."

I looked out into the darkness beyond the ring of fire. The forest was a wall of shadow, impenetrable to normal eyes.

But I didn't have normal eyes.

I took a deep breath, centering myself, and activated the skill that had saved my life a dozen times.

【Divine Eye Appraisal: Wide Area Scan】

The world shifted. The darkness peeled away like a layer of old paint, replaced by a wireframe grid of blue data and heat signatures.

I expected to see a raiding party. Maybe a hundred men. Poachers, mercenaries, the usual scum that Garm employed.

What I saw stopped my heart in my chest.

The forest wasn't empty. It was full.

Red heat signatures burned through the trees like a constellation of angry stars. They were everywhere.

To the North, a block of heavy infantry, their armor glowing cold blue in my vision—enchanted steel.

To the East, where Ruby was guarding the gate, a swarm of lighter, faster signatures—scouts, skirmishers, assassins.

And behind them all, in the deep woods, massed signatures that could only be cavalry and siege beasts.

I focused, pushing the skill to its limit, counting.

Five hundred... a thousand... two thousand...

It wasn't just heat. It was sound. The skill picked up the thrum of their heartbeats. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Multiplied by thousands, it sounded like a landslide, a subterranean rumble that shook the very air in my lungs.

My head throbbed, a spike of pain driving into my temples from the mana drain, but I couldn't look away.

Three thousand.

"Ethan?" Mio’s voice was tight with worry. She was standing beside me, her daggers drawn, but she couldn't see what I saw. "What is it? How many?"

I deactivated the skill, gasping as the normal world rushed back in. I staggered, gripping the railing to keep from falling.

"Too many," I whispered.

"Hundreds?" Sela asked, slithering up the ramp, her face pale in the firelight.

"Thousands," I corrected, turning to look at my generals. "Three thousand, at least. Maybe more in reserve."

Silence slammed into us, heavier than the siege engines I knew were out there.

Three thousand trained soldiers against a village of refugees, a handful of elite monsters, and a web.

"That's not a guild," Isolde said, stepping out of the shadows, fully armored. Her helmet was off, her expression grave. "That is an army. A crusade-level force."

"It's an extermination," I said. "Garm didn't come to enslave us. He came to wipe us off the map."

I looked at them. Isolde, the Knight. Mio, the Assassin. Lilith, the Siege Breaker. Thora, the Wall.

They were powerful. They were legends.

But three thousand men... that was a tide of steel that could drown even legends.

"We can't win a war of attrition," Sela said softly. Her analytical mind was already running the numbers, and I could see the despair creeping into her emerald eyes. "We don't have the supplies. We don't have the numbers. If they just sit there and burn us..."

"We don't let them sit," I said, forcing a confidence into my voice that I didn't feel. "We make them bleed for every inch. Lilith, reinforce the dome. Double layers. Mio, rotate the guards every two hours. I want fresh eyes."

"And you?" Isolde asked.

"I need to think," I said. "I need to find an edge."

I turned and walked away, heading not for the war room, but for the quietest place I could find—the underground cistern chamber beneath the manor.

I needed cold. I needed silence.

But I didn't get to be alone.

As I descended the stone steps into the cool, damp dark of the cistern, I heard the soft shhh-shhh of scales on stone behind me.

Sela.

I stopped at the water's edge. The underground pool was black and still, reflecting the torchlight from the wall sconces.

"You are bad at hiding your fear, Ethan," Sela said.

I turned.

She stood at the bottom of the stairs. Usually, Sela was the picture of arrogant composure. She was the Lamia Matriarch, the one who looked at the world as a ledger of debts and assets.

But tonight, she looked... small.

Her human torso was shivering, stark gooseflesh rising on her pale arms. Her long, green tail was coiled tight around her in a desperate, self-comforting hug, seeking any trace of ambient warmth.

"Three thousand," she whispered, her voice trembling. "The math... the math doesn't work, Ethan. Even with the spider. Even with the knight."

She hugged herself tighter, her claws digging into her own arms.

"We are going to die. My investment... it is going to be liquidated."

"We aren't going to die," I said, walking toward her.

"Don't lie to me!" she snapped, her eyes flashing with a sudden, brittle anger. "I am a merchant! I know when a venture is bankrupt! We are trapped in a wooden box surrounded by fire!"

She took a shuddering breath, her composure crumbling.

"I don't... I don't want to die in the fire, Ethan. My kind... we hate the fire. It dries us. It cracks us."

She looked at me, and the arrogance was gone. There was only a terrified woman who was cold-blooded in the literal sense, and freezing to death from fear.

"I am cold," she admitted, her voice barely a whisper. "The fear... it makes my blood slow down. I can feel my heart stopping."

I reached her. I didn't say anything. I just pulled her into my arms.

Her skin was shocking against mine. She was ice-cold, like marble kept in a cellar. She felt fragile, brittle.

"Sela," I murmured, rubbing her back, trying to generate friction, heat.

"Warm me," she begged, burying her face in my chest. Her forked tongue darted out, tasting the heat of my skin. "Please. I can't think. I can't strategize. I am freezing."

She wasn't asking for a blanket. She was asking for life.

Lamias were ectothermic. They relied on external heat. And right now, her fear was plunging her internal temperature to dangerous levels.

"Okay," I said. "I've got you."

I sat down on the stone bench near the water, pulling her with me.

She didn't sit next to me. She engulfed me.

Her tail, thirty feet of powerful muscle, uncoiled from around her and wrapped around us both. She created a cocoon of green scales, sealing us off from the damp air of the cistern.

It was a constrictor's embrace, heavy and crushing, but I didn't fight it. I leaned into it.

" Closer ," she hissed.

She climbed into my lap.

Her human torso flowed seamlessly into the massive snake body that rested heavily on my thighs.

She wrapped her arms around my neck, pressing her breasts against my chest. They were cold, hard with the chill.

"You are so warm," she moaned, nuzzling my neck. "Like a furnace."

"Take it," I said. "Take all of it."

She looked at me, her emerald eyes slitted, the pupils expanding as she scented my arousal. Even in the face of death, my body reacted to her. To the heavy weight of her coils, the desperate need in her touch.

"I need inside," she whispered. "Skin is not enough. I need the heat inside ."

She reached down, her cool hands fumbling with my belt. She was frantic, clumsy with the cold.

"Help me," she whimpered.

I helped her. I undid the buckle, shoved my trousers down.

I was hard instantly. The danger, the numbers, the overwhelming odds—it all transmuted into a primal need to assert existence. To fuck away the death.

Sela didn't wait. She lifted herself up on her coils, positioning her hips over mine.

Unlike Isolde or Mio, Sela didn't have human genitalia. She had a slit concealed beneath ventral scales that shifted and opened when she was aroused.

It was slick, tight, and internal.

She lowered herself.

Hiss.

The sound escaped her lips as I entered her. She was cool inside, a shocking contrast to my feverish heat.

"Oh..." she gasped, her head falling back, her hair brushing my thighs. "There. The core."

She sank all the way down, swallowing me to the hilt.

Her internal temperature began to rise immediately. I could feel it. The heat transfer was physical, tangible. My warmth was bleeding into her, chasing away the chill of her fear.

She began to move.

It wasn't the up-and-down motion of a human woman. It was a rolling, undulating grind. She used her tail muscles to ripple her entire body against mine, creating a friction that was maddeningly intense.

"Ethan..." she groaned, her hands gripping my shoulders, her nails digging in. "Don't let me go cold. Don't let the fire take us."

"I won't," I promised, gripping her waist, my thumbs pressing into her soft skin. "I'm the Tamer. I protect my own."

"Prove it," she demanded, her eyes snapping open, blazing with sudden intensity. "Knot me. Bind me. Make me feel heavy."

She tightened her tail around us. The coils squeezed, compressing my ribs, compressing my legs. It was a dangerous, suffocating pressure.

She was hugging me with her entire being.

"Harder," she hissed. "Fuck the fear out of me."

I drove into her. The coolness of her insides was rapidly heating up, becoming a slick, tropical grip that milked me with every stroke.

I thrust upward, meeting her undulations.

"Yes," she hissed, biting my shoulder. Her fangs pricked my skin, not enough to envenom, but enough to mark. "Taste me. Claim me."

She was desperate to be owned. To be an asset so valuable I wouldn't let her be destroyed.

"You're mine, Sela," I growled, grabbing the back of her neck, forcing her to look at me. "You aren't an investment. You're my partner."

Her eyes widened. The calculation vanished, replaced by raw emotion.

"Ethan..."

She kissed me. Her mouth tasted of mint and iron. Her tongue, long and forked, swirled against mine, exploring, taking.

The kiss deepened, becoming a battle for breath.

Below, her hips moved faster. The scales of her lower belly rubbed against my thighs, a rough, exotic texture that set my nerves on fire.

Her tail tightened again, squeezing the air from my lungs, heightening the sensation. It was auto-erotic asphyxiation by proxy.

"I'm close," she gasped against my mouth. "The heat... it's filling me. It's boiling!"

"Burn with me," I ordered.

I slammed into her, holding nothing back.

She screamed, a high, keen sound that was swallowed by the stone walls. Her body went rigid, her tail clamping down with bone-crushing force.

She climaxed.

Her internal muscles rippled, a wave of contractions that started deep inside her tail and rolled up through her torso, squeezing me, milking me.

It triggered my own release.

I poured into her. Hot, thick ropes of seed and mana, flooding her cool interior with liquid fire.

She shuddered, absorbing it, drinking it in.

"Yes..." she moaned, her head dropping onto my shoulder. "Warm... so warm..."

We stayed like that for a long time, the only sound the dripping of condensation in the cistern and our ragged breathing.

Her tail slowly loosened, though she didn't uncoil. She kept me wrapped, safe in the circle of her body.

Her skin was no longer cold. She was glowing, radiant with the heat I had given her.

She lifted her head, looking at me. Her emerald eyes were heavy-lidded, lazy with satisfaction. The fear was gone.

"You are a good heat source," she murmured, tracing my lip with her finger.

"Is that all I am?"

She smiled, a slow, wicked curve of her lips. The Matriarch was back.

"You are also a decent strategist," she conceded. "And you have stamina."

She kissed my nose.

"I feel... better. The numbers... they are just numbers now. Variables."

"Can we win?" I asked, stroking the scales of her flank.

Sela sighed, leaning her forehead against mine.

"Mathematically? No. But war is not just math, Ethan. It is psychology. It is morale."

She pulled back, her eyes sharpening.

"Garm has three thousand men. But they are mercenaries. They fight for gold. We fight for survival. That gives us a multiplier."

She began to lift herself off me. The separation was a wet, sliding sound that echoed in the quiet chamber.

"And," she added, checking her reflection in the dark water, smoothing her hair. "He expects us to be scared. He expects us to be huddled in the dark, freezing."

She looked back at me, her silhouette curvy and dangerous in the torchlight.

"He does not expect us to be warm. To be satisfied."

She paused, running a hand through her disheveled hair.

"And Ethan? This heat transfer... consider it a loan. A high-interest loan. You better win this war so you can pay me back. With interest."

She smirked, the fragile girl gone, replaced by the shark in human skin.

She slithered toward the stairs, her movement fluid and confident once more.

"Come, my Lord. The night is young. And I have an idea about how to use the river."

I adjusted my clothes, watching her go.

The fear hadn't vanished—the three thousand heat signatures were still burned into my mind—but the paralysis was gone. Sela was right.

We weren't freezing in the dark. We were burning bright.

And fire, if used correctly, didn't just consume. It cleansed.

I followed her up the stairs, back into the roar of the siege.



The rest of the night was a sleepless blur of preparation.

We didn't just reinforce the walls. We weaponized the terrain.

Sela, reinvigorated and warm, worked with the water mages among the River-Folk refugees to divert a branch of the stream, creating a slick mud-trap on the eastern approach.

Lilith spun a secondary canopy of silk over the main courtyard, a "catch-web" designed to intercept heavy projectiles.

I spent the hours moving between the posts, using [Healing Embrace] not to fix wounds, but to top off stamina. A touch here, a surge of mana there, keeping the defenders awake, alert, and fiercely loyal.

By the time the sun began to bleed over the horizon, painting the smoke-filled sky in shades of angry violet, we were as ready as we would ever be.

I stood on the roof of the manor again, looking out.

The enemy fires had died down, replaced by the glint of steel in the morning light.

They were moving.

The massive block of heat signatures I had seen in the night was breaking apart, forming into assault columns.

"Here it comes," Isolde said, stepping up beside me. She had polished her armor until it shone like a mirror. "The first wave."

"Not the first wave," I corrected, watching a group of riders detach from the main host.

They weren't charging. They were trotting. They carried a banner—white, with a red wolf's head.

And they were dragging something behind them.

"A parley?" Isolde asked, frowning. "Garm is not the talking type."

I used 【Divine Eye】to zoom in.

A chill spiked down my spine.

Instead of a heavy siege engine, they dragged a makeshift iron cage behind them.

And inside the cage, huddled in a miserable ball of fur, was a small, familiar figure.

It wasn't a warrior. It was a non-combatant.

A young Cait Sith refugee. One of the rescues Ruby had taken in.

"They have a hostage," I said, my voice flat.

Mio appeared on the roof, her ears twitching. She looked where I was looking. She let out a sound that was half-gasp, half-snarl.

"Kiki," she whispered. "She wandered off... looking for berries..."

The rider at the front stopped just outside bow range. He stood in his stirrups.

"LORD OF THE BEASTS!" his voice boomed, magically amplified.

"WE HAVE A GIFT FOR YOU!"

He gestured. Two soldiers opened the cage and dragged the terrified captive out. She was crying, her tail tucked between her legs.

"OPEN THE GATES!" the rider shouted. "SURRENDER THE SPIDER! SURRENDER THE LAMIA! AND WE WILL LET THE RUNT GO!"

He drew a long, serrated knife and placed it against the girl's throat.

"REFUSE... AND WE START PEELING."

The silence in Aethelgard was absolute. Every eye was on that knife.

Kiki didn't scream for help. She was shaking, her eyes squeezed shut, mumbling something over and over.

I zoomed in.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry... just berries... I'm sorry..."

She wasn't begging for her life. She was apologizing for existing. For being caught. It broke something inside me that I didn't know was still whole.

I looked at Mio. She was vibrating, her claws digging into the wood of the roof. She was ready to jump, to run, to die.

But she would never make it in time.

I looked at Lilith, who was clinging to the chimney. Her red eyes were unreadable.

"They want to break us before they even attack," I said. "They want us to watch."

"Cruelty is a weapon," Isolde murmured, her hand tight on her sword. "A coward's weapon."

I looked at the rider. At the knife. At the crying captive.

The fear I had felt earlier, the despair of the numbers... it evaporated.

It was replaced by something else. Something cold and hard and very, very sharp.

I didn't feel like a healer anymore. I didn't feel like a lover.

I felt like a judge.

"Isolde," I said quietly.

"Master?"

"Can you make that shot?"

I pointed not at the rider, but at the banner pole he was holding.

"With a ballista? Yes. With a bow? No."

"Sky?" I called out.

Sky landed, her arm in a sling, her face pale but her eyes fierce.

"I can't draw my bow, Ethan. My wing..."

"I don't need you to draw," I said. "I need you to drop."

I turned to Lilith.

"Can you spin a line? Thin. Strong. Invisible."

Lilith smiled, exposing her fangs. "I can spin a line that would slice a god's throat, Master."

"Good."

I looked back at the hostage.

"They want a show," I said, my voice rising, letting the mana amplify it so the whole settlement could hear.

"They want to show us their cruelty. They want to show us their power."

I stepped up onto the parapet.

"Let's show them our rage."

"Ethan?" Mio asked, her voice trembling. "What are you going to do?"

I looked at her. I touched her cheek.

"I'm going to remind them why you don't corner a wolf."

I turned to the enemy.

"PREPARE THE TANKS!" I roared. "AND OPEN THE GATE!"

The siege wasn't just impending anymore. The storm had arrived.

And I was going to be the lightning.


Chapter 5: Night Before the Fire

The gate of Aethelgard groaned open, the heavy ironwood timbers parting like the jaws of a beast waking from slumber.

The rider holding the knife to the captive’s throat grinned. He thought he had won. He thought the King of Beasts was surrendering.

He didn't see the shimmer in the air.

"Now," I whispered.

Lilith, perched on the chimney behind me, flicked a single, long finger.

Thwip.

It wasn't a sound anyone on the battlefield heard. It was the sound of a monofilament strand of razor-silk, spun invisible and taut, snapping tight.

The rider’s grin froze. His hand, the one holding the serrated knife, suddenly detached from his wrist.

It didn't fall. It hung suspended in the air, caught in the invisible noose Lilith had looped around it seconds ago.

Blood sprayed a heartbeat later, painting the white banner red.

The rider screamed, staring at his stump. The young Cait Sith, Kiki, dropped to the ground, scrambling away from the severed hand.

"TANKS!" I roared.

The earth shook. Thora and Brynn had been busy.

From the shadows of the open gate, two iron monstrosities rumbled out. They weren't the sleek machines of my old world; they were steam-belching, rune-etched nightmares of dwarven engineering, powered by mana crystals and spite.

Brynn stood in the turret of the lead tank, her goggles pulled down, manning a steam-cannon.

"GET SOME!" she shrieked.

FOOM.

A canister of pressurized alchemical slime burst from the cannon, arcing over Kiki’s head and slamming into the rider. The impact knocked him from his saddle, gluing him to the mud in a suffocating green paste.

"Mio! Retrieve!"

Mio was already moving. She was a blur of black fur and leather, darting through the open gate. She scooped up the terrified captive in one arm, slashed the throat of the rider’s horse with her free hand to create a barrier of falling meat, and sprinted back inside.

"Close it!" I commanded.

The tanks reversed, their iron treads churning the earth, acting as mobile shields until the heavy gates slammed shut again.

Boom.

The lock engaged.

Outside, the confusion turned to rage. I heard orders being shouted, the thunder of hooves as the main host surged forward, but then—silence.

They didn't attack.

I climbed the ladder to the watchtower, Isolde right behind me.

Garm was there. The Guildmaster.

He sat on a massive black direwolf at the edge of the tree line, watching the botched execution. He didn't look angry. He looked… patient.

He raised a hand, halting his army.

He looked up at the tower. At me.

He pointed to the sky, then to the ground. Then he drew a finger across his throat.

"He's not attacking," Isolde said, her voice tight. "Why?"

I looked at the wind. It was blowing from the North, away from the settlement.

"The wind," I realized, a cold pit forming in my stomach. "He's waiting for the wind to turn. He doesn't want to storm the walls, Isolde. He wants to bake us in them."

The sun was beginning to dip. The wind usually shifted at dusk, blowing down from the mountains, straight into the valley.

Straight into us.

"He's going to burn us out," I said. "Tonight."



The euphoria of the rescue evaporated as the sun went down.

Twilight settled over Aethelgard like a shroud. The settlement was quiet. The cheering had stopped.

Everyone knew what was coming.

The enemy campfires were a ring of angry stars surrounding us, thousands of them. They were close enough that we could smell the roasting meat and hear the laughter of men who knew they had already won.

I sat in the main hall of the manor. The map table was cleared. There were no more tactics to discuss.

We had the wall. We had the web. We had the tanks.

But against fire... against an ocean of fire carried on the wind...

My hands were resting on the table. They were shaking. Just a little. A fine tremor that rattled the spoon in my empty tea mug.

I clenched them into fists, trying to force the weakness away. I am the King. I cannot shake.

"Stop it," a voice said.

I looked up.

They were all there.

Isolde, out of her armor for the first time in twenty-four hours, wearing a simple tunic that did nothing to hide the power of her body.

Mio, her tail still puffed with residual adrenaline, pacing the hearth.

Sela, coiled near the fire, absorbing the heat, her eyes dark and contemplative.

Lilith, hanging upside down from the rafters in her human form, her spider body hidden in the shadows of the ceiling.

And Sky, awake now, propped up on a pile of cushions in the corner, her arm in a sling, her face pale but her eyes fierce.

"Stop what?" I asked.

"Stop carrying the gravestone before you are dead," Lilith said, dropping down to the floor with a soft thump. She walked toward me, her hips swaying.

"You smell like sour sweat, Master. You smell like fear."

"There are three thousand of them," I said, my voice cracking. "And the wind is changing. When it does... the arrows won't just be sharp. They'll be flaming. Thousands of them."

"Then we fight in the shade," Sky rasped from her corner.

"We fight in the fire," Isolde corrected. She walked to the table and covered my shaking hands with her own. Her palms were warm, calloused, solid.

"Ethan. Look at me."

I looked up.

"We are not victims," she said fiercely. "We are the ones who broke the Lion. Do you think a dog scares us?"

"It's not about being scared," I whispered. "It's about... losing you. All of you."

The confession hung in the air.

I wasn't afraid of dying. I had died before. I was afraid of failing them.

Mio stopped pacing. She walked over and squeezed between me and Isolde, pressing her small, lithe body against my side.

"You won't lose us," she said. "Because we aren't going anywhere."

Sela slithered closer, her coils tightening around the legs of my chair.

"The night is long," the Lamia murmured. "And the fire has not started yet. Why are we wasting time mourning a death that hasn't happened?"

She reached out and traced the line of my jaw with a cool fingernail.

"We are alive, Ethan. Right now. In this room."

Lilith laughed, a low, throaty sound. "The snake is right. If we are to die tomorrow... then we should make sure we are too exhausted to care."

She stepped behind me, her arms wrapping around my neck, her breasts pressing against my back.

"Fill the cup before it breaks, Master."

The atmosphere in the room shifted. The tension of the siege didn't vanish, but it transmuted. It turned heavy, hot, and desperate.

It wasn't the playful lust of the morning. It was something deeper. A need to affirm existence. To stamp our mark on the world and on each other before the end.

"I..." I started, but Isolde silenced me with a kiss.

It was a hard, bruising kiss. A claim.

She pulled back, her violet eyes burning.

"No more talking. No more planning. Just... us."

She pulled me to my feet.

The map table was swept clear with a sweep of her arm. Scrolls, quills, and markers clattered to the floor.

She pushed me back onto the heavy wood.

"Make us forget the fire," she commanded.

I looked at them. My harem. My family.

Isolde, the Knight. Mio, the Shadow. Sela, the Mind. Lilith, the Trap. Sky, the Wing.

They were all looking at me with the same expression. Hunger. Fear. Love.

"Come here," I said.

They descended.

This transcended a mere orgy of pleasure; it became a desperate tangle of limbs and souls.

Mio was the first. She jumped onto the table, straddling my waist, her hands tearing at my clothes. She needed skin. She needed contact.

"Mark me," she hissed, biting my shoulder as she ground down on me. "Make me smell like you. So if I burn... I burn yours."

I grabbed her hips, burying myself inside her. She was tight, frantic, her internal muscles clamping down on me like a vice.

"You're mine," I growled, matching her desperation. "You're always mine."

But I wasn't allowed to focus on just one.

Lilith was behind me, her silk-spinning fingers massaging my scalp, her tongue tracing the shell of my ear.

"Taste the venom," she whispered, slipping a finger into my mouth. It tasted sweet and numbing. "Let it relax you. Let it open you."

Sela was at my feet, stripping my boots, her mouth working on my inner thigh, her cold skin a shocking, grounding contrast to the heat of Mio’s body.

Isolde stood beside the table, holding my hand, interlacing our fingers so tight it hurt. She wasn't touching herself. She was just watching, feeding on the connection, her aura flaring pink and silver in the dim light.

"Switch," Isolde ordered, her voice thick.

Mio dismounted, panting, her eyes glazed. She didn't leave. She curled up on the edge of the table, purring, watching.

Isolde took her place.

She didn't climb on. She pulled me to the edge of the table.

She stood between my legs, towering and magnificent. She lifted her tunic, exposing her heavy, pale breasts, her wide hips.

"Worship," she commanded softly.

I leaned forward, burying my face in her chest. She smelled of iron and milk. I suckled her, biting gently, and she groaned, her hands gripping the back of my head, holding me there.

"Yes... drink... take the strength..."

While I nursed, Sela slithered up. She wrapped her tail around my waist, binding me to Isolde.

"I want the middle," Sela whispered.

She positioned herself between my legs, under Isolde’s breasts.

I entered the Lamia. She was cool, slick, and incredibly tight. Her scales rubbed against my thighs, a rough friction that sparked nerves I didn't know I had.

It was a pile-on of sensation. Isolde’s softness against my face. Sela’s tightness around my cock. Lilith’s hands on my chest. Mio’s tail brushing my arm.

Even Sky, from her corner, was part of it. She was watching, her hand moving between her legs, her eyes locked on mine, chanting my name like a prayer.

"Ethan... Ethan..."

It was chaos. It was messy. It was perfect.

Tears were flowing. I didn't know whose. Maybe mine.

"I love you," I gasped, pulling away from Isolde’s breast to look at them. "I love all of you."

"We know," Sela hissed, her hips undulating against me, milking me. "That is why we fight."

Lilith climbed onto the table behind me. She was in her human form, but she used her silk.

She spun a web around us. Literally.

She wove strands of sticky, glowing silk around my wrists, connecting them to Mio’s. She connected Sela’s hair to Isolde’s tunic. She bound us together in a physical knot of white thread.

"Now we are a clutch," she purred, biting my neck. "Tangled. Inseparable."

The symbolism hit me hard. We were caught in the same web. Bound by the same fate.

"I'm going to come," Sela gasped, her coils tightening to the point of pain.

"Together," Isolde said. She grabbed Sela’s hand. She grabbed mine.

The energy in the room spiked. It wasn't just physical. It was magical.

My [Tamer] skill flared to life, not as a command, but as a conduit.

I felt their mana. Isolde’s roaring, holy fire. Sela’s cool, calculating ice. Mio’s sharp, shadow-edged wind. Lilith’s dark, sticky poison. Sky’s breezy sorrow.

It all flowed into me. And I poured it back.

I thrust into Sela, harder, faster. She screamed, her head thrown back.

I exploded.

It was a release that felt like dying. I poured everything I had into the Lamia—my seed, my magic, my hope.

The shockwave rolled through the web Lilith had spun.

Mio arched her back, climaxing just from the contact. Isolde’s knees buckled. Lilith shivered, her red eyes rolling back.

We collapsed into a heap of limbs, silk, and sweat.

The room was silent, save for the crackling of the dying fire and the ragged sound of our breathing.

I lay there, Sela limp in my arms, Isolde leaning against my shoulder, Mio curled on my chest.

The fear was gone.

The shaking had stopped.

I felt empty, but it was a good empty. The kind of empty that leaves room for resolve.

"Tomorrow," Isolde whispered into the silence, her hand tracing the muscles of my arm. "The fire comes."

"Let it come," I said, kissing the top of Sela’s head.

I looked at the window. The first grey light of dawn was touching the glass. The wind was picking up, whistling through the eaves.

And with the wind came a smell. Not just smoke.

Pitch. Tar. Oil.

Garm had spent the night soaking the northern tree line, preparing to create a wall of fire that would roll over us. He had built a massive incendiary bomb, waiting for the wind to carry it.

But the wind wasn't blowing from the North anymore.

It was coming from the South.

"The wind has turned," Mio noted, her ears perking up, her nose twitching as she caught the scent.

I started to laugh. It was a dark, jagged sound.

"He greased the pan," I whispered. "And now he's standing in it."

I sat up, gently untangling myself from the web of bodies.

I stood naked in the center of the room. I felt stronger than I had ever felt in armor.

"Get dressed," I said quietly.

They looked at me. They saw the change. The terrified boy was gone. The King was back.

"Garm wants to burn us out," I said, reaching for my sword belt.

I buckled it on over my bare skin before reaching for my trousers.

"He thinks fire is a weapon."

I looked at my family. At the women who would die for me, and for whom I would burn the world.

"Let's show him," I snarled, a dark grin spreading across my face.

"Let's show him that we are the fire."

"Isolde. Get the shield wall ready. Wet the blankets."

"Mio. Get the non-combatants to the deep cellar."

"Lilith. Sela. You're with me."

"What are we doing?" Sela asked, rising fluidly, her eyes bright with renewed purpose.

I walked to the window and threw the shutters open.

The forest was a wall of smoke. The enemy drums had started again.

"We're going to light a backfire," I said.

"We're going to burn them before they burn us."


Chapter 6: The First Arrow

The wind was a traitor, and for once, it had betrayed someone else.

I stood on the southern parapet, the timber rough under my boots, watching the invisible currents of air ripple through the tall grass. The pre-dawn light was grey and sickly, filtered through the haze of the enemy’s campfires.

They were waiting for the wind to shift north, to carry their smoke and flame into our lungs.

They didn't realize the localized thermal currents of the valley had other ideas.

"Now," I whispered.

Next to me, Sela raised her arms. She wasn't holding a weapon. She was holding a massive, unstable sphere of compressed mana—fire mana, borrowed from a stockpile of red crystals Brynn had rigged together.

"Burn," the Lamia hissed.

She didn't throw it. She detonated it.

A beam of pure heat shot from her palms, arcing over the open ground and slamming into the tree line five hundred yards away.

Into the oil-soaked trap Garm had spent all night preparing.

Whump.

The sound wasn't an explosion. It was the atmosphere inhaling.

A wall of flame, three hundred feet high, erupted instantaneously along the northern forest edge. It was a tidal wave of orange and black, feeding on the pitch, the tar, and the dry timber.

And then, the wind caught it.

Instead of rolling toward us, the inferno leaned back. It roared away from Aethelgard, surging into the depths of the forest where three thousand men were waiting for the signal to attack.

"It works," Lilith cackled from the wall behind me, her spider legs twitching in delight. "Look at them run. The little ants are dancing."

I zoomed in with my 【Divine Eye】.

It was a massacre. The front lines of the Crimson Fang mercenaries were engulfed before they could even draw their swords. I saw armored men turning into torches, flailing, running blindly into trees.

The screams reached us seconds later. A chorus of agony that drowned out the roar of the fire.

"We did it," Mio breathed, her ears flattened against her skull. "We stopped them."

"No," I said, my grip on the railing tightening until the wood groaned. "We just woke them up."

I was watching the heat signatures.

The front line was gone, yes. But behind the wall of fire, the massive bulk of the army was moving. They weren't retreating. They weren't scattering.

They were surging forward.

"They aren't falling back," I realized, a cold sweat breaking out on my neck despite the heat. "They can't."

Garm had positioned his heavy cavalry and enforcers at the rear. He had created a kill box. The mercenaries had a choice: burn in the forest, or charge through the flames toward the only clear ground left.

Us.

"Incoming!" Isolde’s voice cut through the chaos like a trumpet blast.

From the heart of the inferno, black shapes launched into the sky.

They weren't birds.

They were barrels.

"Trebuchets!" I shouted. "Cover!"

Garm wasn't just sending men. He was firing his own oil reserves at us before the fire could consume them.

The barrels arced high, tumbling end over end, leaking black trails of tar.

They slammed into Lilith’s silk dome.

Boing.

The first two bounced off the tensioned web, rolling harmlessly down the sides.

"Ha!" Lilith gloated. "My silk is stronger than steel!"

Then the third barrel hit. It didn't bounce. It had a fuse.

BOOM.

It detonated on impact, showering the silk with burning oil.

Lilith shrieked, recoiling as if she’d been burned herself. Her connection to the web was sensory; she felt the heat.

"It's melting!" she screamed. "The structural strands are melting!"

The fire-retardant silk could handle sparks. It couldn't handle a direct napalm strike.

The web-dome tore open. Burning oil and debris rained down into the courtyard.

"Water squad!" Sela barked, sliding down the ramp, her tail moving like a whip. "Douse the roofs! Now!"

But it was too late for the eastern watchtower.

A flaming barrel smashed directly into the supports. The wood, dry from the summer heat, went up like kindling.

"The tower!" Ruby screamed from the wall. "Get the archers out!"

I saw the structure list to the side. Two young Cait Sith archers were trapped on the top platform, screaming, huddled together as the flames licked at their boots.

"Ethan!" Mio grabbed my arm, her claws digging in.

I didn't think. I moved.

"Thora! Catch!" I roared.

I vaulted off the parapet, flooding my body with a reckless surge of mana to brace for the impact.

I didn't have a flight skill. I had gravity and adrenaline.

I landed hard on the tilting roof of the tower, my boots sliding on the burning thatch. The heat was unbearable. My eyebrows singed instantly.

"Jump!" I shouted at them.

They were frozen, eyes wide with terror.

"Trust me!"

I grabbed them, one under each arm, and threw myself off the tower just as the main support beam snapped.

We fell forty feet.

Below us, Thora dropped her club and opened her massive arms.

"Got you!" the Ogre grunted.

She caught us. The impact drove her knees into the mud, but she didn't collapse. She cradled us against her massive chest, shielding us from the shower of sparks as the tower collapsed behind us.

"Are you okay?" I gasped, sliding out of her grip.

The young ones were shaking, sobbing, but unhurt.

"Go to the cellar!" I ordered. "Move!"

They scrambled away.

I turned back to the wall.

The scene was straight out of hell.

The forest was a wall of fire. And pouring out of that fire came the enemy.

They were smoking, blackened, their armor hot enough to blister skin. They were screaming, not battle cries, but sounds of pure madness.

They weren't fighting for pay anymore. They were fighting for air.

"Here they come!" Isolde shouted, slamming her visor down. "Shield wall! Brace!"

The first wave of mercenaries hit the gate.

They didn't use a battering ram. They used their bodies.

They threw themselves against the ironwood, clawing at the logs, climbing over each other in a desperate pyramid of flesh to escape the heat.

"Kill them!" a mercenary captain screamed from somewhere in the smoke, hacking at his own men to drive them forward. "Take the fort or burn!"

"Open fire!" Ruby commanded.

The Cait Sith archers on the wall released their arrows.

At this range, they couldn't miss.

Bodies fell, rolling back into the fire. But for every man that fell, three more climbed over the corpse.

They were bridging the moat with their dead.

"They're insane," Mio hissed, standing beside me, her daggers drawn. "They aren't human. They're rats fleeing a flood."

"They're desperate," I said, drawing my sword. The blade hummed, reacting to my mana. "And that makes them dangerous."

A grappling hook sailed over the wall, biting into the wood near my head. Then another. And another.

Ropes pulled taut.

"Cut the lines!" I shouted.

I slashed the rope nearest me, sending a climber plummeting back down into the chaos.

But there were too many.

On the far right flank, a massive, charred shape crested the wall.

It was an armored Ogre mercenary, his skin blistered, his beard burned away. He roared, swinging a massive war hammer that smashed a Kobold guard into red mist.

"Breach!" I yelled. "Right flank!"

"I have him!" Isolde bellowed.

The Dullahan charged along the walkway, her white armor gleaming in the firelight. She didn't slow down. She shoulder-checked the Ogre.

CLANG.

Metal met meat. The Ogre staggered, surprised by the force of a woman half his size.

Isolde didn't give him a chance to recover. Her greatsword flashed—a decapitation strike.

The Ogre’s head flew off, spinning into the courtyard. His body stood for a second, fountain of blood spraying the night, before toppling backward off the wall.

"Hold the line!" Isolde screamed, raising her bloodied sword. "Not one step back!"

But the fire was spreading.

The oil from the barrels had splashed onto the thatched roofs of the workshops. The smithy was burning. The barracks were smoking.

The air in the courtyard was becoming unbreathable.

"Master!" Lilith dropped down beside me. She was in her human form, coughing, her skin smeared with soot.

"My webs... they are burning. I can't stop the projectiles."

"Forget the webs," I coughed, wiping ash from my eyes. "Guard the cellar entrance. If they get inside, they'll go for the women and non-combatants."

"And you?"

"I'm going to stop the artillery."

I looked out at the burning forest.

The trebuchets were firing blindly now, lobbing fire randomly. They were the biggest threat. If they hit the main manor, we lost our command center. We lost our supplies.

"How?" Lilith asked, eyeing the wall of flame. "You can't go out there."

"I don't have to go out," I said grimly. "I just have to reach."

I turned to Sela, who was using a stream of water to douse a burning supply crate.

"Sela! I need a path!"

She looked at me, her emerald eyes wide. "A path? Through that?"

"Freeze the ground," I ordered. "Create a lane. Just for a second."

"It will drain me," she warned.

"Do it!"

Sela nodded. She coiled herself tight, gathering her power. Her scales began to glow with a pale, blue light.

She thrust her hands toward the gate.

She didn't generate cold; she violently ripped the thermal energy from the air to feed her own core.

"Frostbite!"

The sudden absence of heat created a cone of absolute zero that blasted from her hands. It shot through the gaps in the gate, hitting the burning ground outside.

For a moment, physics broke.

The fire didn't go out, but it froze. The flames turned into sculptures of orange ice. The mud hardened into diamond-hard permafrost.

A path, ten feet wide, opened up through the inferno.

"Now!"

I didn't run. I reached out with my mind.

【Tamer Skill: Dominance】

I wasn't targeting a beast. I was targeting the animals pulling the trebuchets.

Through the smoke and the distortion of the heat, I saw them. Massive, armored oxen and war-elephants, terrified, stampeding in their harnesses.

I focused on the lead elephant.

RAMPAGE.

I sent the command like a mental spear.

The elephant trumpeted, its eyes rolling back. It didn't calm down. It snapped.

It turned on its handlers. It turned on the machine it was pulling.

With a toss of its massive tusks, it smashed the support strut of the nearest trebuchet.

The counterweight swung wild. The machine collapsed in a tangle of timber and ropes, crushing the crew beneath it.

"Yes!" I shouted.

I jumped to the next beast. An ox.

KICK.

The ox bucked, shattering the wheel of the ammunition cart behind it.

Burning oil spilled everywhere—right into the enemy's rear lines.

Explosions rocked the back of the battlefield. The artillery line was consuming itself.

"He's doing it!" Mio cheered from the wall. "Look at them burn!"

But my victory was short-lived.

A sound cut through the noise of the battle. A sound deeper than the fire.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

It wasn't a heartbeat this time. It was footsteps.

Something massive was walking through the fire.

Sela’s ice path shattered.

Stepping through the flames, unbothered by the heat, came a figure.

He was seven feet tall, clad in armor made from the red scales of a Fire Drake. He carried a sword that was more like a slab of iron.

And he was smiling.

Garm.

He didn't have a helmet. His face was scarred, rugged, and framed by a mane of wild, grey hair.

He walked right up to the gate, ignoring the arrows bouncing off his enchanted armor.

He looked up at me.

"Nice trick with the fire, boy," he boomed, his voice magically amplified to drown out the screams.

"But you forgot one thing."

He raised his sword. The blade glowed white-hot.

"I like it hot."

He slammed his sword into the heavy ironwood gate.

CRACK.

It wasn't a cut. It was an explosion.

The timber shattered. Splinters the size of spears flew inward.

The gate—the gate that had withstood Ogre charges and battering rams—groaned and buckled.

"Open up!" Garm laughed, swinging again.

CRACK.

The locking bar snapped.

The gates swung open.

And the Crimson Fang poured in.

"Retreat to the inner circle!" I roared, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Fall back! Abandon the wall!"

The siege was over.

The slaughter had begun.


Chapter 7: Calculated Cruelty

"Fall back! To the inner circle!"

My voice was raw, shredded by smoke and screaming. I amplified it with a desperate pulse of mana, trying to cut through the cacophony of war.

The courtyard of Aethelgard, once a place of morning drills and evening feasts, had become a slaughterhouse.

The gate was gone. In its place was a jagged maw of splintered wood and fire, vomiting enemies into our home. They poured in like a plague of locusts—hundreds of them, stepping over the bodies of their own dead, driven by the flames at their backs and the promise of gold in their pockets.

"Hold them at the choke point!" Isolde roared.

She stood at the entrance to the main street, a shining beacon of violence in the gloom. Her greatsword was a blur of steel, cleaving through armor and bone with terrifying efficiency. Every swing painted the cobblestones red.

Next to her, Thora swung a massive stone pillar she had ripped from a ruined building. She used it like a broom, sweeping five, ten men away with every stroke, crushing ribcages and sending broken bodies flying into the burning debris.

They were an unbreakable wall. Two women holding back an army.

But an army is like water. It flows around obstacles.

"They're scaling the palisades!" Sela hissed, appearing at my side. Her hair was wet, plastered to her skull, and her chest heaved. "The fire burned the spikes. They're climbing over."

I looked. She was right.

Along the eastern and western walls, dark shapes were spilling over the top. They weren't engaging Isolde. They were bypassing her, sprinting into the alleys, heading for the warehouses and the burrows.

Heading for the civilians.

"Garm," I spat, my blood boiling.

The Guildmaster hadn't just broken the gate to let his men in. He had broken it to create chaos. He knew we would focus on the breach. He knew we would commit our heavies to stop him.

And while we wrestled with the wolf at the door, the rats were scurrying into the pantry.

"Sela, take the west!" I ordered, slashing a mercenary who lunged at me with a spear. My sword, imbued with my mana, cut through the shaft and the man's neck in one motion. "Freeze them in the alleys! Don't let them reach the infirmary!"

"And you?"

"I'm going east. To the residential district."

"Ethan, no!" Mio grabbed my arm. She was covered in blood—not hers. Her daggers were dripping. "That's where the infiltrators are going. It's a trap. Stay with the main force!"

"Ruby is in the east," I said, looking at her. "The young ones are in the east."

Mio’s eyes widened. Her grip on my arm tightened, then released. Her ears flattened against her head.

"Then we go together," she snarled. "We kill them all."

We ran.

We abandoned the main melee, leaving the defense of the gate to Isolde and Thora. We sprinted through the smoke-choked streets of our home, moving toward the screams.

The residential district was a cluster of wooden cabins and dugouts where the majority of the Beastkin lived. It was supposed to be safe. It was supposed to be behind the lines.

Now, it was a hunting ground.

But as we rounded the corner past the burning bakery, I skidded to a halt.

The enemies here were different.

They weren't the screaming, ragtag sellswords we had fought at the gate. They weren't panic-stricken conscripts.

There were twenty of them. They wore matte-black plate armor that absorbed the light of the fires. They moved in perfect silence, communicating with hand signals. Their weapons—heavy crossbows, serrated short swords, and cruel, hooked chains—were clean, well-maintained tools of their trade.

They stood in a semi-circle around the entrance to the communal burrow.

They weren't attacking. They were waiting.

In front of them, dragging herself through the mud, was a Cait Sith woman. I recognized her. Mara. She worked in the laundry. She wasn't a fighter.

Her leg was transfixed by a crossbow bolt. She was weeping, reaching out toward the burrow entrance where the vulnerable refugees hiding.

One of the black-armored men stepped forward. He didn't finish her off.

He stepped on her wounded leg.

He ground his steel boot into the wound, twisting it.

Mara screamed. It was a high, thin sound that tore at the air.

The man didn't look at her. He looked at the shadows of the alleyways. He looked for us.

"The Black Iron," Mio whispered, her voice trembling with a mix of fear and absolute hatred. "Mercenary elites. They specialize in... breaking morale."

"They're torturing her," I realized, the red haze of berserker rage threatening to cloud my vision. "To draw us out."

"It's working," Mio hissed.

She was about to launch herself, but I held her back.

"Wait," I whispered. "Look at the roofs."

My 【Divine Eye】 caught the shimmer of mana.

On the rooftops overlooking the square, five more Black Iron soldiers were prone, their heavy crossbows aimed not at the woman, but at the kill zone around her.

They had set a bait. A screaming, bleeding bait.

"If we step out, we're pincushions," I said.

Mara screamed again. The armored man had drawn a knife. He wasn't cutting deep. He was flaying. Peeling strips of skin from her arm with the precision of a surgeon.

"Please..." she sobbed. "Just kill me... please..."

"Ethan," Mio choked out. "I can't... I can't watch this."

I couldn't either.

Logic said to flank them. Logic said to wait for backup.

But I wasn't a general sitting in a tent. I was a Tamer. And that was my pack being skinned alive.

"Lilith!" I screamed into the night. "NOW!"

I hadn't seen her, but I knew she was there. She was always in the shadows above.

From the smoke-choked sky, a white blur descended.

Lilith, in her full arachnid form, dropped onto the roof of the building on the left. She didn't land softly. She crashed through the tiles, landing right on top of two of the snipers.

CRUNCH.

The sound of their bodies breaking was wet and satisfying.

"Distraction!" I roared. "Go!"

I broke cover.

I charged straight into the open square, my sword glowing with a blinding golden light.

The three remaining snipers on the opposite roof turned to fire at me.

Thwip. Thwip. Thwip.

Bolts slammed into the ground at my feet, one grazing my shoulder, tearing through my tunic and scoring a line of fire across my skin.

I didn't stop.

"Mio! The snipers!"

Mio was a shadow detached from the earth. She used my charge as cover, wall-running up the side of the building to get to the crossbowmen.

I reached the man torturing Mara.

He turned, raising his knife, his face hidden behind a black visor. He was fast.

I was faster.

I didn't use technique. I used rage.

I swung my sword with two hands, a horizontal cleave meant to bisect.

He blocked with his hooked chain, trying to tangle my blade.

It was a mistake.

My sword wasn't just steel. It was heavy with the weight of my mana and my rage.

The chain shattered. The blade continued.

It bit into his waist, shearing through the black plate like it was parchment.

He didn't scream. He just folded, the top half of his body sliding off the bottom half in a spray of gore.

I stood over Mara, panting, blood dripping from my blade.

"You're safe," I gasped, reaching down to her.

"Behind you!" Mara shrieked.

I spun around.

The other nineteen Black Iron soldiers hadn't panicked. They hadn't rushed me.

They had formed a line.

And they were smiling.

"Target acquired," one of them said. His voice was mechanical, dead. "The King. Isolate him."

They didn't attack me with swords. They threw bottles.

Dozens of glass vials arched through the air, smashing onto the cobblestones around me.

They didn't contain fire. They contained a thick, purple gas.

"Poison!" I shouted, holding my breath.

But it wasn't poison.

The gas expanded instantly, solidifying as it mixed with the air. It was an alchemical barrier agent.

In seconds, a wall of translucent, purple crystal erupted from the ground, forming a dome around me and the dead mercenary.

I was trapped.

"Ethan!" Mio screamed from the rooftop.

She had killed the snipers. She was looking down at me, her eyes wide with panic.

She jumped. She dove toward the barrier, her daggers raised to shatter it.

"Don't!" I shouted, my voice muffled by the crystal. "It's reactive!"

Mio hit the barrier.

BANG.

The crystal pulsed with purple lightning. It didn't break. It exploded outward.

Mio was blasted backward, tumbling through the air. She crashed into the muddy street outside the ring of soldiers.

"Mio!"

I hammered on the wall with my sword. It chipped, but it regenerated instantly.

"It is a containment field," the leader of the Black Iron unit said calmly. He walked up to the barrier, looking at me like a specimen in a jar. "Dwarven make. Very expensive. But you are worth it."

He turned his back on me.

He looked at Mio, who was struggling to her knees, dazed, shaking her head.

He looked at the burrow entrance, where the terrified faces of the younger refugees were visible.

"Phase Two," the leader commanded. "Burn the burrow. Flush the rats."

"NO!" I screamed, hammering the wall until my hands bled. "FIGHT ME! I'M HERE! FIGHT ME YOU COWARDS!"

They ignored me.

Five of them advanced on Mio, their shields raised, forming a phalanx.

Ten of them moved toward the burrow, carrying torches.

They were going to burn the young refugees alive in front of me. They were going to kill Mio while I watched, helpless in my glass cage.

This was the cruelty. This was the lesson.

You cannot save them.

A spike of raw adrenaline pierced my lungs, stealing my breath. The sheer helplessness of being trapped behind the glass was suffocating.

"Mio! Run!" I shouted, though I knew she couldn't hear me clearly. "Get the others and run!"

Mio looked at me through the purple haze. She saw the soldiers advancing on the burrow. She saw the torches.

She stood up.

She was swaying. Her left arm hung uselessly at her side, dislocated by the blast.

But she didn't run.

She stepped between the soldiers and the burrow.

She bared her fangs. She hissed, a sound of pure, primal defiance.

"Come and get me," she snarled.

She was going to die. She was going to buy them time with her life.

"No..." I whispered, sliding to my knees. "Don't do it, Mio. Please..."

The soldiers raised their spears.

Then, the ground exploded.

It wasn't magic. It wasn't a bomb.

It was a root.

A massive, thorny vine, thick as a tree trunk, erupted from the cobblestones beneath the Black Iron leader.

It impaled him.

It shot upward, lifting him ten feet into the air, the thorns tearing through his armor and his body.

He didn't even have time to scream. He just twitched and died.

"What?" The other soldiers froze.

From the shadows of the burning alleyway, a figure emerged.

She wasn't running. She was gliding.

She wore a tattered green dress that seemed to be woven from leaves. Her hair was a cascade of vines and flowers.

Her eyes were glowing with a terrifying, verdant light.

It was an Alraune. But not just any Alraune.

I looked closer through the smoke. Her massive, thorny vines weren't erupting from the cobblestones; they were rapidly growing from small clay pots.

Small, clay pots that were being thrown from the shadows by... Kobolds?

"Now! Grow!" a squeaky voice shouted.

It was the gardening crew. The non-combatants.

They were throwing seeds. Rapid-growth seeds infused with my mana—an experiment I had done with Elara weeks ago to increase crop yield.

Apparently, they worked on weeds too.

"Thorn Bind!" another voice chanted.

Elara.

The Elf stepped out from behind a burning cart. Her staff was glowing.

She slammed the butt of her staff into the ground.

The seeds exploded into a jungle of briars.

The Black Iron phalanx was engulfed. Vines wrapped around their legs, their arms, their necks. The thorns were sharp enough to pierce steel.

"Ambush!" a soldier screamed, slashing at the plants. "Fall back!"

"Don't let them escape!" Mio shouted, her voice breaking.

She charged. One-armed, battered, she threw herself at the entangled soldiers.

She was a whirlwind of fury. She hamstrung one, slashed the throat of another.

"Mio!" I yelled, pounding on the barrier. "The younglings! Get them out!"

She heard me. She looked back.

She saw the torch-bearers, who were struggling to free themselves from the vines near the burrow entrance.

She looked at me, trapped in the crystal.

She made a choice.

"Ruby!" she screamed. "Take the youths! Go!"

Ruby emerged from the burrow, herding a dozen terrified refugees.

"Move! To the deep cellar!"

Mio turned back to me. She placed her hand on the barrier.

Her palm pressed against mine, separated by three inches of magic crystal.

"I can't break it," she mouthed, tears cutting tracks through the soot on her face. "I have to lead them away. I have to draw the soldiers off."

"Go," I said, my voice cracking. "Live. Just live."

"I'll come back for you," she promised. "I swear it."

She turned and ran.

She ran west, shouting, making noise, drawing the surviving Black Iron soldiers after her.

"Over here, you tin cans! I'm the one you want!"

The soldiers, freed from the vines, roared and chased after her.

They left me.

I was alone. Trapped in a purple cage in the middle of a burning square.

Around me, the dead lay silent. Mara was still breathing, shallow gasps racking her body.

"Damn it!" I screamed, unleashing a wave of pure mana.

I poured everything I had into the barrier.

CRACK.

A hairline fracture appeared.

"Break!"

I punched it. My knuckles split. My bones bruised.

CRACK.

The fracture spread.

"BREAK!"

I channeled the 【Healing Embrace】. Not to heal the barrier, but to overload the microscopic alchemical spores suspended within it.

The Black Iron’s barrier wasn't pure magic; it was biological alchemy. Living particulates meant to harden the air.

"Grow," I snarled. "Grow until you burst."

I pumped raw life force into the lattice. The barrier pulsed, turning a sickly, tumorous green. It couldn't handle the rapid cell division.

SHATTER.

The crystal didn't just break; it rotted and crumbled into dust in a split second.

I fell forward, gasping, my hands raw and bleeding.

I was free.

But the square was empty.

Mio was gone. Ruby was gone. The youths were gone.

Only the dead remained.

"Master..."

A voice from above.

Lilith lowered herself on a thread of silk. She was missing two of her legs. Green blood leaked from the stumps. Her human face was pale, her hair singed.

"They are... everywhere," she rasped, hanging upside down in front of me. "The mercenaries. They have cut the city in half."

"Mio," I croaked. "Where did she go?"

"West," Lilith said, pointing a trembling finger. "Toward the industrial district. But... the bridge is down. She is trapped on that side."

"And us?"

"We are on this side," she said. "And the enemy is between us."

She reached out and wiped the blood from my cheek.

"We are cut off, Master. We cannot reach her."

I looked west. A wall of fire and steel separated me from my first partner. From my heart.

The rage that had fueled me earlier turned cold. It settled in my gut like a stone.

"Calculated," I whispered. "They knew. They wanted to separate us."

Garm knew that together, we were unstoppable. So he had carved us apart.

I stood up. My hands were shaking, not from fear, but from the adrenaline crash.

"Lilith," I said. "Can you move?"

"I have six legs left," she smiled, though it was a grimace of pain. "I can still dance."

"Good."

I looked at Mara. She was unconscious, but alive.

"Pick her up," I ordered. "We're retreating."

"Retreating?" Lilith blinked. "You? Retreating?"

"We're regrouping," I corrected, turning my back on the west, on Mio. It was the hardest thing I had ever done.

"We go to the East Gate. We link up with Isolde. We save what we can."

I gripped my sword until the leather creaked.

"And then," I said, my voice dropping to a whisper that sounded like a grave opening. "We hunt."

"We hunt them all."

As we moved into the shadows, leaving the burning square behind, I felt a severance in my chest. The bond with Mio—the constant, warm hum of her presence in the back of my mind—was getting faint.

Distorted by distance. Muffled by magic.

Don't die, I sent the thought out into the dark. Don't you dare die.

There was no answer. Only the crackle of the fire and the laughter of the wolves closing in.

The sanctuary was burning. The family was broken.

And the night had only just begun.


Chapter 8: Separation

The connection didn't just slowly fade; it was violently severed.

One moment, I could feel the warm, thrumming presence of Mio in the back of my mind—a golden thread of shared panic and determination. The next, it was gone. Snipped like a cobweb in a gale.

I stumbled, my boots skidding on cobblestones slick with blood and oil. I slammed my shoulder into the burning frame of what used to be the herbalist’s shop, gasping for air that tasted like scorched cinnamon and copper.

"Mio!" I screamed internally, pushing my mana into the void where our bond used to be.

Nothing. Just static. A wall of white noise that felt like a migraine made manifest.

"It is the jamming," Lilith hissed.

She was scuttling along the wall above me, her movement jerky and uneven. She had lost two legs on the left side of her abdomen during the collapse of the square. Green hemolymph dripped from the jagged stumps, sizzling where it hit the hot stones.

"They have mages," she rasped, dropping down to hover beside me, her human face twisted in pain but her red eyes alert. "Disruptors. They are flooding the air with chaotic mana. It drowns out the telepathy."

"I can't feel her," I choked out, clutching my chest. "I can't feel any of them. Not Sela. Not Isolde."

It felt like losing a limb. No, worse. It felt like going blind and deaf in the middle of a hurricane. For months, the system bond had been my constant reality check, my anchor. Now, I was just a man alone in the dark.

"They are not dead," Lilith said, her voice hard. She grabbed my chin with a soot-stained hand, forcing me to look at her. "If the bond breaks because of death, there is a backlash. A scream of the soul. This is just... silence. They are alive, Master. But we are alone."

"Alone," I repeated.

We were in the narrow alleyway connecting the residential district to the eastern thoroughfare. To our west, the fire raged, a wall of heat that blocked any return to where Mio had run. To our east, the sounds of battle were a dull, chaotic roar.

"We need to move," I said, pushing off the wall. My legs felt like lead. Breaking the crystal barrier had drained me dry. I was running on adrenaline fumes. "Isolde is holding the main street. If we can link up with her..."

"Movement," Lilith whispered.

She didn't point. She just flattened herself against the charred wood of the wall, blending into the shadows.

I froze.

At the end of the alley, twenty yards away, a squad of soldiers emerged from the smoke.

They weren't the Black Iron elites. They were standard mercenaries—part of the main wave Garm had unleashed. But there were ten of them. And they were fresh.

"Check the houses!" the leader barked. He wore a mismatched set of plate and chainmail, a heavy mace resting on his shoulder. "Gold for heads! Double for the ears!"

They were hunting. Not for soldiers, but for stragglers. For my people.

I gripped the hilt of my sword. My knuckles were white, the skin split and raw from punching the barrier.

"I can take three," I whispered to Lilith. "Maybe four."

"I can take two," she replied, her voice weak. "My venom sacs are empty. My spinnerets are dry."

Six. That left four to kill us.

"We can't fight them," I realized. "Not like this."

"Then we hide," Lilith said.

She pointed up. Above us, the second floor of the herbalist's shop was half-collapsed, but a section of the floor remained, creating a dark, sheltered overhang.

"Up," she commanded.

She shot a strand of silk—weak, thin, but enough—around my waist and hoisted me up. I scrambled onto the scorched floorboards, dragging myself into the shadows just as the soldiers turned into the alley.

We lay there, pressed together in the dust and ash. Below us, the heavy boots of the mercenaries crunched on the glass debris.

"Smells like magic here," one of them grunted, pausing right under our hiding spot.

"Probably just a potion shop," another laughed. "Burn it anyway."

"Save your oil," the leader snapped. "Move on. The big fight is at the East Gate. That's where the bitch in the white armor is."

They moved on.

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. My heart was hammering against the floorboards so hard I was afraid they would hear it.

"They're going to Isolde," I whispered. "We have to warn her."

I tried to stand up, but my knees buckled. Darkness swam at the edges of my vision.

"Master!" Lilith caught me, pulling me back down.

"I'm fine," I lied. "Just... dizzy."

"You are empty," she corrected. She ran a hand over my chest. Her touch was cool, but her palm was slick with her own blood. "You burned your core breaking the cage. You have no mana. You have no stamina. You are a husk."

She looked at her own missing legs. The wounds weren't closing. Without mana, her regeneration was stalled.

"We are both husks," she said. "If we go out there now, we die. And if we die, the family dies."

She looked at me. Her red eyes were glowing in the dark, not with anger, but with a predatory, desperate hunger.

"We need fuel, Ethan."

"We don't have potions," I rasped. "Elara took the stockpile."

"We don't need potions," Lilith hissed.

She pushed me onto my back. The floorboards groaned.

"We have the system. We have the bond."

She straddled my waist. Her spider body, usually so massive and imposing, was tucked low, her remaining legs gripping the walls and floor to stabilize us. Her human torso loomed over me, silhouetted against the red glow of the fires outside.

"What are you doing?" I asked, though my body was already reacting.

Despite the exhaustion, despite the terror, the proximity of her—the scent of musk and danger—woke something primal in my blood.

"Battlefield triage," she murmured.

She reached down and ripped the ruins of my trousers open. Buttons popped, scattering on the floor.

"I need your seed to heal my legs," she stated, her voice trembling with a mix of pain and lust. "And you... you need the kickback. The loop."

She was right. The [Tamer] system had a feedback loop. When I gave pleasure, I generated mana. When I gave seed, I transferred life force. But if the partner was strong enough, if the bond was deep enough, they could cycle that energy back. Amplify it.

A mana dynamo built of flesh and fluid.

"It's risky," I whispered. "If we lose focus..."

"Then we die coming," she grinned, a flash of white fangs in the gloom. "Better than dying running."

She didn't wait for permission. She grabbed my cock.

Her hand was rough, calloused from climbing, sticky with drying blood. The friction was electric.

"Hard," she noted approvingly. "Fear makes you hard. Survival makes you hard."

She leaned down. She didn't kiss me. She licked the cut on my cheek, tasting the blood.

"Feed me, King."

She took me into her mouth.

There was nothing gentle about it; she devoured me with a starving intensity.

Her mouth was hot, wet, and incredibly tight. She sucked with a vacuum force that felt like she was trying to pull my soul out through my groin.

"Lilith..." I gasped, my hands gripping the charred wood of the floor.

She bobbed her head, her hair creating a curtain around us, shutting out the war.

Slurp. Gawk. Slurp.

The sound was wet and loud in the small space. Too loud.

"Quiet," I hissed, trying to hold back a moan. "They'll hear..."

"Let them hear," she mumbled around my length, her tongue swirling over the sensitive ridge of the head. "Let them hear the spider eating the fly."

She increased the pace. She wasn't just using her mouth. She was using her hands, her throat, her mana.

I felt a spark.

Deep in my gut, where the mana well had been dry, a flicker of gold ignited.

It was working. The stimulation was kickstarting my core.

Lilith felt it too. She moaned, a low vibration against my thighs. She began to channel.

She wasn't just taking. She was pushing.

She pushed her own dark, venom-laced mana into me through the contact point. It mixed with my golden energy, creating a volatile, swirling storm in my lower dantian.

It burned. It felt like swallowing whiskey and chili peppers.

"More," she demanded, pulling off for a second to breathe. Her lips were slick, her chin wet. "Don't hold back. I need the white fire."

She dove back down.

This time, she used her throat. She swallowed me whole, engaging the deep muscles of her esophagus.

My hips bucked involuntarily.

"Fuck," I groaned.

The sensation was overwhelming. The danger of the situation—the soldiers just outside, the burning building, the pain of our wounds—acted as a catalyst. It stripped away the romance, leaving only the raw, biological imperative.

Survive. Breed. Conquer.

My mana flared. The golden light began to leak from my skin, illuminating the crawlspace.

"Yes!" Lilith mumbled.

I looked down.

Her legs. The stumps.

As my mana flowed into her, the flesh began to bubble. Green light knit bone and chitin together.

A new segment pushed out. Then another.

"It's working," I gasped. "Keep going!"

She didn't need encouragement. She was frantic. She grabbed my thighs, her nails digging into my flesh, anchoring me.

She deep-throated me with a violence that bordered on attack.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

Her nose mashed against my pubic bone. Her eyes were rolled back, showing only the whites.

She was in a trance. A mana-drunk frenzy.

I was close. The pressure in my groin was building to a critical mass. It wasn't just semen. It was a concentrated bolt of pure life force.

"Lilith, I'm gonna..."

She clamped down. She didn't let me pull out. She sucked harder.

I exploded.

I fired into her throat. Rope after rope of hot, mana-infused seed.

She swallowed it all. She drank it like a woman dying of thirst.

The energy transfer was blinding.

FLASH.

A pulse of golden light erupted from us, silent but blindingly bright.

Lilith arched her back, screaming silently.

CRACK-SNAP.

The sound of chitin hardening.

I watched as her two missing legs burst forth, fully formed, glistening with slime and new armor.

She collapsed on top of me, panting, licking her lips.

"Delicious," she whispered.

I lay there, my chest heaving.

I wasn't empty anymore.

The feedback loop had worked. The release had cleared the blockage, and now mana was flooding back into my system, darker and hotter than before. Lilith’s mana.

I sat up. I felt... dangerous.

The exhaustion was gone. Replaced by a cold, sharp clarity.

"Status?" I asked.

Lilith rolled off me. She stood up—on all eight legs. She stretched, the new limbs testing the floor.

"Full," she purred. "And hungry."

She looked at the alleyway below.

"Shall we test the new legs?"

I pulled up the shredded remains of my trousers, securing them at my waist as best I could. I grabbed my sword. It glowed with a new, violet-tinged light.

"Let's go."

We dropped from the second floor.

We didn't land quietly. We landed like meteors.

A patrol of five mercenaries was just passing the alley mouth.

They turned, surprised by the sudden impact.

"What the—"

They didn't finish the sentence.

Lilith was a blur. She didn't use webs. She used violence.

She impaled the first man with her new foreleg, driving the spike through his chestplate and out his back.

She grabbed the second man with her human hands and twisted his head until it snapped.

I took the other three.

I didn't dance. I didn't parry.

I stepped inside the guard of the first spearman and unleashed a wave of kinetic mana.

BLAST.

His chest caved in. He flew backward, knocking down the man behind him.

The last man tried to run.

"No," I said.

I threw my sword.

It spun through the air, a disc of violet death.

It took his legs off at the knees.

He fell screaming.

I walked over, retrieved my blade, and silenced him.

"Better," I said, wiping the blood off the steel.

"Much better," Lilith agreed. She was licking the blood from her claws.

We looked East.

The roar of battle was louder now. We could see the glow of Isolde’s holy fire lighting up the night sky near the gate.

"They're still fighting," I said.

"Then we run," Lilith said.

We ran like ghosts through the burning streets, cutting through ash-choked backyards and vaulting over flaming barricades to avoid the main pockets of resistance.

The "separation" lingered—a deafening, hollow silence in the back of my mind—but I forced the panic down, focusing only on the next step.

Mio is alive. Focus on the mission.

We reached the edge of the market square, which sat directly in front of the East Gate barracks.

I stopped.

"Oh god," I breathed.

The market was gone.

It wasn't just burned. It was leveled.

Cratered earth. Shattered stone.

And in the center of the devastation, a battle was raging that made the skirmish at the main gate look like a bar brawl.

The East Gate garrison—Ruby’s unit—was surrounded.

They were backed up against the wall of the barracks. There were maybe twenty Cait Sith warriors left, forming a desperate shield wall.

Surrounding them were hundreds of mercenaries.

And leading them was a monster.

Not a man. A chimera.

A massive, hulking beast sewn together from the parts of different monsters. It had the head of a minotaur, the arms of an ogre, and the tail of a scorpion.

"A Flesh Golem," Lilith hissed, her fur bristling. "High-grade necromancy."

The Golem roared, swinging a tree trunk like a club.

CRASH.

It smashed into the Cait Sith shield wall.

Two cats were crushed instantly. The line broke.

"Hold!" Ruby’s voice screamed.

I saw her. She was at the front, bleeding from a cut on her forehead, her twin daggers flashing as she tried to fend off the Golem’s assault.

"We die standing!" she yelled.

But they were dying. Fast.

"They won't last another minute," I said.

I looked at Lilith.

"Can you bind that thing?"

"It's big," she said, assessing the Golem. "And strong. But it has joints. Joints can be gummed up."

"Do it."

"And you?"

I looked at the sea of mercenaries between me and Ruby.

"I'm going to carve a path."

I raised my sword.

【Skill: King’s Command】

It wasn't a combat skill. It was a leadership skill. I usually used it to organize construction crews.

But tonight, I used it to declare war.

"AETHELGARD!" I roared, my voice amplified by the fresh mana reserves.

The sound rolled over the battlefield like thunder.

Every head turned. The mercenaries. The Cait Sith. The Golem.

Ruby looked up, her eyes widening.

"Master?"

I stepped out of the shadows, glowing with violet and gold light.

"I am here!" I shouted. "And I am pissed off!"

The mercenaries hesitated. They saw the King. They saw the Spider Queen looming behind him.

"Kill him!" the mercenary captain shouted. "It's just two of them!"

"Two?" I laughed. A cold, broken sound.

"You poor bastards."

I pointed my sword at the enemy.

"Lilith. Web."

Lilith launched herself into the air. She sprayed a massive net of white silk over the Golem.

It roared, trashing, but the sticky strands bound its arms to its torso.

"Now!"

I charged.

I didn't run. I [Blinked].

Short-range teleportation. A high-cost maneuver I rarely used.

I vanished.

I reappeared in the middle of the mercenary pack.

SLASH.

A whirlwind cut. Three heads flew.

"Get him!"

Spears thrust at me from all sides.

I didn't dodge. I accepted the grazing hits to deliver fatal ones.

I was a blender of mana and steel.

"To the King!" Ruby screamed. "Push!"

The Cait Sith, seeing me, found a reserve of strength they didn't know they had. They charged out of their defensive line, hitting the distracted mercenaries from behind.

It was chaos. Beautiful, bloody chaos.

I fought my way to Ruby.

She was panting, her leather armor shredded, one eye swollen shut.

"You came," she sobbed, parrying a sword blow and stabbing the man in the throat.

"I told you," I grunted, back-to-back with her. "No one dies today."

"Mio?" she asked, looking around. "Where is Mio?"

The question hit me harder than any sword.

"She's... west," I said, parrying a blow. "She drew them off."

Ruby stiffened against my back.

"She's alone?"

"She has the shadows," I said, trying to convince myself.

CRACK.

The Golem broke one of its arms free from Lilith’s web.

It roared, looking at us. It ignored the spider pestering it from above. It wanted the King.

It charged.

The ground shook. Mercenaries scrambled out of its way.

"Ethan!" Lilith screamed from the roof. "It's loose!"

It was twenty feet tall. It was death on legs.

And it was coming right for us.

I looked at Ruby. She was exhausted. She couldn't dodge this.

I stepped in front of her.

"Get back," I ordered.

"No!" she yelled. "You can't tank that!"

I didn't plan to tank it.

I dropped my sword.

I spread my arms.

【Skill: Tamer’s Glare】

I put every ounce of my will, every drop of my rage, every spark of the mana I had taken from Lilith into my eyes.

I stared directly into the dead, stitched-together eyes of the Golem.

STOP.

It wasn't a request. It was an override command to the biological parts of the monster.

The Golem froze. Its massive fist halted inches from my face. The wind from the swing blew my hair back.

It trembled. The necromancy driving it fought against my dominance.

"Sit," I snarled.

The Golem twitched. Its knee buckled.

For a second, I held it. I held a mountain of death with nothing but my will.

Then, a spear hit me.

A mercenary I hadn't seen threw a javelin. It took me in the side, just below the ribs.

"Gah!"

My concentration broke.

The Golem roared, freedom returning. It raised its fist again.

"Die!"

I closed my eyes, reaching for a weapon I didn't have.

SHING.

A sound like a bell tolling.

The Golem’s head slid off its shoulders.

It fell with a wet thud, shaking the ground.

Standing behind it, smoke pouring from her armor, was a figure in white.

She held a greatsword that glowed with holy fire.

Her helmet was gone. Her blonde hair was matted with blood.

Isolde.

She looked at me. She looked at the spear in my side.

Her violet eyes went black.

"Who touched him?" she asked.

Her voice was quiet. Terrifyingly quiet.

The mercenaries nearest to us dropped their weapons. They backed away.

Isolde stepped over the Golem’s corpse. She walked up to the man who had thrown the spear.

He tried to run.

She didn't use her sword. She grabbed his head with her gauntleted hand.

And she squeezed.

When she was done, she turned to me.

"You're late," she said, her voice trembling slightly.

I slumped, the adrenaline crash hitting me all at once. Ruby caught me before I hit the ground.

"I got held up," I wheezed, clutching the spear shaft.

Lilith dropped down next to us.

"He's bleeding," she said. "Bad."

"I can fix it," I said, my vision blurring. "Just need... a minute."

Isolde knelt. She put her hand on my cheek.

"Rest, Ethan. We have the East Gate."

"Mio..." I whispered.

"We will find her," Isolde promised. "But first, we survive the night."

I looked up at the sky. The smoke was clearing slightly.

The stars were gone.

But the fire was still burning.

And somewhere in the West, in the dark, my other half was fighting alone.

Hold on, Mio, I thought as the darkness took me. I'm coming.


Chapter 9: The Trap Snaps

Pain was the first thing that returned. It wasn't the dull ache of a bruise or the sharp sting of a cut. It was a gnawing, acidic burning that radiated from my right side, as if someone had shoved a hot coal between my ribs and left it there to smolder.

I gasped, my eyes snapping open.

I wasn't on the battlefield anymore. I was staring up at the wooden beams of a ceiling I recognized—the supply shed behind the East Gate barracks. The air smelled of sawdust, old oil, and the copper tang of fresh blood.

"He's awake," a voice whispered. Rough, smoky, and laced with panic. Ruby.

"Hold him down," another voice commanded. Cold, imperious, but with a tremor of fear underneath. Isolde.

I tried to sit up.

"Gah!"

The movement felt like tearing wet paper. My vision grayed out, white spots dancing in the darkness. I slumped back onto the pile of grain sacks that served as my bed.

"Don't move, you idiot," Isolde hissed.

She was kneeling beside me, her armor stripped off, wearing only her blood-stained tunic. Her hands were pressed against my side, glowing with a faint, violet light.

"The spear..." I rasped, my throat dry as dust.

"It's out," Ruby said, appearing in my field of vision. She looked like a nightmare. Her left ear was torn, her face was a mask of soot and dried blood, and her eyes were wide, dilated pupils trembling in the lantern light. "But it... it won't stop bleeding."

I looked down.

There was a hole in my side the size of a coin. But instead of closing under Isolde’s healing magic, the wound was frothing. Black veins were spider-webbing out from the puncture site, pulsing in time with my heartbeat.

"Mage-bane," Isolde spat the word like a curse. "The tip was coated in refined Black Iron dust. It disrupts mana coagulation. My healing can't grip the tissue."

"It's eating his mana," Lilith’s voice came from the shadows of the rafters. "He is leaking life, Knight. If we don't plug it, he will be a dry husk in ten minutes."

I tried to activate [Healing Embrace] on myself.

Nothing. The system window flickered and died. The "static" in my head that I had felt earlier—the jamming signal—was stronger now. Or maybe I was just too weak.

"I can't..." I wheezed. "System is... offline."

"We know," Isolde said grimly. She pressed harder on the wound, and I cried out. "The enemy has jamming towers. And this poison... it is designed to kill casters."

She looked at Ruby. Then she looked at Lilith.

"We need to flush it," Isolde said. "We can't heal it from the outside. We have to push it out from the inside."

"Overload?" Lilith dropped down, landing lightly on the dirt floor. "He is empty, woman. You can't overload a dry well."

"We fill the well," Isolde said, her violet eyes locking onto mine. "We jump-start the core. We force a mana surge so violent it purges the poison."

"Vitality transfer," Ruby whispered, understanding dawning on her face. Her tail twitched, hitting the floor with a nervous thump-thump. "But... here? Now?"

"Do you want him to die?" Isolde snapped.

"No!" Ruby flinched, her ears flattening. She looked at me, guilt written in every line of her battered face. "He took that spear for me. It should be my hole. It should be my poison."

"Then fix it," Isolde commanded. She grabbed Ruby’s shoulder and shoved her toward my waist. "You are a Cait Sith. You know how to stimulate. You know how to milk."

Ruby didn't hesitate. The guilt vanished, replaced by a fierce, feline determination.

"I'll fix it," she growled.

She crawled over my legs. She didn't bother with romance. She didn't bother with foreplay. This wasn't lovemaking; it was medical emergency triage.

She ripped the remains of my trousers down.

"Lilith, bind his arms," Isolde ordered. "If he thrashes, he'll tear the artery."

Lilith moved instantly. Silk shot from her wrists, pinning my hands to the floorboards.

"Don't bite your tongue, Master," the spider warned, leaning close to my ear.

Ruby lowered her head.

I felt her breath on my skin—hot, fast puffs of air. Then, her tongue.

It was rough. Like wet sandpaper.

She licked me from the base to the tip in one long, abrasive stroke.

"Hnnng!"

The sensation was electric. The pain in my side flared, but the shock of the stimulation in my groin rivaled it. It was a clash of agony and pleasure that short-circuited my brain.

"Harder," Isolde ordered, her hands still pressing on my wound, keeping the blood inside. "Make him scream. Wake up the beast."

Ruby complied. She took me into her mouth.

She didn't use the smooth, practiced technique of a lover. She used the aggressive, demanding suction of a predator cleaning a bone. Her internal muscles clamped down, and that rough tongue swirled around the sensitive head of my cock, hitting every nerve ending with punishing intensity.

My hips bucked against the grain sacks.

"Focus, Ethan," Isolde commanded, leaning over me. Her face was inches from mine, her sweat dripping onto my forehead. "Feel it. Don't fight the pain. Use it. Turn it into heat."

She kissed me.

It wasn't a soft kiss. She bit my lower lip hard enough to draw blood.

"Push!" she growled against my mouth. "Push the mana out!"

I tried. I focused on the sensation—Ruby’s relentless mouth, the friction, the heat.

Deep in my gut, a spark ignited.

It was small at first, flickering against the cold weight of the poison. But Ruby was relentless. She was bobbing her head with a frantic rhythm, her hands kneading my thighs, her claws digging in just enough to add a sharp edge to the pleasure.

She was milking me for my life.

"It's rising," Lilith observed, her red eyes glowing. "His aura... it is flickering."

"More," Isolde hissed, breaking the kiss to look down at Ruby. "Use the throat, cat! Swallow him!"

Ruby made a muffled sound of agreement and went deeper. She gagged slightly, but she forced herself down, taking every inch of me into her throat. The tightness was unbearable.

The spark became a flame. The flame became a roar.

My [System] flickered back to life.

[WARNING: Mana Surge Detected.]

[Status: Critical. Poison: 88%]

[Action: Purge Initiated.]

"I'm... I'm gonna..." I choked out, my body bowing upward, straining against the silk bonds.

"Do it!" Isolde screamed. "Release!"

I exploded.

It wasn't just a physical release. It was a volcanic eruption of pent-up energy. I fired into Ruby’s throat, pouring everything I had into her.

At the same moment, the mana surged outward from my core.

It hit the poison in my side like a hammer hitting glass.

SPLAT.

The wound in my side burst open—not with blood, but with a jet of black, tar-like fluid. It sprayed across the room, sizzling as it hit the wood.

"It's out!" Lilith shrieked, jumping back to avoid the spray.

The black ichor cleared, replaced by clean, red blood. And then, the golden light of [Healing Embrace] took over.

The flesh knit together. The skin sealed. The pain vanished, replaced by the heavy, thrumming warmth of the afterglow.

I collapsed back onto the sacks, gasping for air.

Ruby pulled away, coughing, wiping her mouth. She looked at me, her eyes shining with tears and triumph. She swallowed hard, taking the last of my offering.

"You're alive," she whispered, her voice wrecked.

"Barely," I wheezed.

Isolde slumped against the wall, her hands shaking. She looked at the black stain on the floor where the poison had landed. It had eaten through the wood.

"That was close," she murmured. "Too close."

"Status?" I asked, my voice returning to normal. The weakness was gone. The "refill" had worked.

Isolde stood up, her demeanor shifting instantly from healer to general. She grabbed her breastplate and began buckling it on.

"The East Gate is holding. Barely. Lilith’s webs have turned the breach into a kill zone. But..."

"But what?"

"They aren't stopping," she said, sliding her gauntlets on. "We've killed hundreds. The bodies are piled so high they are using them as ramps. They just keep coming."

"Attrition," I said, sitting up and grabbing my sword. It felt light in my hand again. "They have three thousand. We have... what? Fifty?"

"Forty-two capable of fighting," Ruby corrected, standing up and smoothing her shredded leather armor. "We lost eight in the first push."

Eight.

The number hit me. Eight faces I would never see again. Eight names to carve on a stone.

"No more," I said, standing up. "We end this."

I walked to the door of the shed and kicked it open.

The noise of the battle hit me like a physical blow. The screams, the clash of steel, the roar of the fire.

I stepped out into the night.

The area around the East Gate was a nightmare. The "choke point" Isolde had established was a grim reality.

Lilith had spun a maze of razor-wire webs between the ruined buildings. The mercenaries, pushed forward by their commanders, were forced into these narrow corridors.

I saw a mercenary run into a strand he didn't see.

ZIP.

He fell apart in three pieces.

But the man behind him didn't stop. He stepped on the pieces and kept running, only to be impaled by a Cait Sith spear thrust from a window.

"Master!" Lilith landed beside me, her eight legs clicking on the stones. "The trap is full. The flypaper is black with them."

"Keep spinning," I ordered. "If they want to feed the grinder, let them."

"Wait," Ruby said, her ears twitching. She looked up, toward the darkness beyond the gate. "Do you hear that?"

I listened.

Under the chaos of the melee, there was a sound.

A low, vibrating hum. Like a massive insect buzzing inside a jar.

It was getting louder.

"Retreat!" I shouted instinctively. "Everyone! Get away from the gate!"

But it was too late.

From the darkness of the forest, a new sound erupted.

SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!

It wasn't a horn. It wasn't a roar. It was a sonic lance.

A concentrated beam of ultra-high-frequency sound blasted through the broken gate.

It hit the defenders like a physical wall.

"AHHHHH!" Ruby screamed, clutching her ears.

She fell to her knees, blood instantly pouring from her nose and ear canals.

Around her, every Beastkin on the wall—the Cait Sith, the Harpies, even the Kobolds—collapsed.

Their enhanced hearing, usually their greatest asset, had just become their greatest weakness.

"My head!" Lilith shrieked, falling from the wall. She writhed on the ground, her legs thrashing uncontrollably. "Make it stop! It's boiling my brain!"

I felt it too—a sharp pressure in my skull—but I was human. My ears weren't tuned to those frequencies.

"Sonic weapons," I realized, horror dawning on me. "Dwarven resonance cannons."

Garm had brought specific counters for every species in my harem.

"Isolde!" I shouted. "They're down! The line is gone!"

Isolde, protected by her heavy helmet and her human physiology, was still standing. But she was alone.

The mercenaries, wearing thick, padded leather caps over their ears, surged forward.

They didn't charge blindly this time. They moved with purpose. They walked right up to the writhing, incapacitated Beastkin.

"No!" I roared.

I [Blinked].

I appeared over Ruby just as a mercenary raised his axe to finish her.

CLANG.

I caught the axe on my sword. The impact rattled my teeth.

"Get up!" I screamed at Ruby. "Move!"

"I... I can't..." she whimpered, her eyes rolling back. "The sound... it's inside..."

The hum intensified. It shifted pitch, going deeper, vibrating in the chest cavity.

"Sonic Resonance: Rupture," a voice amplified by magic boomed from the darkness. "Let's see you fight with your bowels liquified."

I swung my sword, decapitating the mercenary. I grabbed Ruby by her collar and dragged her back.

"Isolde! Cover us!"

"I'm trying!" Isolde was fighting three men at once, her greatsword swinging in wide, desperate arcs. "There are too many!"

The trap hadn't snapped on them. It had snapped on us.

Lilith’s webs, which relied on vibration to detect prey, were useless. The sonic blast was vibrating everything. She was blind and deaf.

"Fall back to the Keep!" I ordered. "Abandon the East Gate! Drag the wounded!"

I threw Ruby over my shoulder. She was limp, dead weight.

I ran.

Behind me, the defensive line collapsed completely. The mercenaries poured over the walls, stepping on the bodies of the paralyzed defenders.

I saw a young Cait Sith—one of the twins, Fern—try to crawl away. She was clutching her ears, blood streaming down her face.

A Black Iron soldier stepped on her back. He didn't kill her. He kicked her, laughing, rolling her over.

"Leave her!" Isolde screamed, grabbing my arm as I turned to go back. "We can't save everyone! If you die, we all die!"

She dragged me away.

We retreated through the twisting streets, heading for the central manor—the "Keep."

The sonic blast faded as we put buildings between us and the cannons, but the damage was done.

We regrouped in the market square—the same square I had left earlier.

It was a scene of despair.

Half of Ruby’s squad was missing. Those who had made it were vomiting, dizzy, bleeding from the ears. Lilith was huddled in a corner, her legs curled tight around her body, shivering.

"They have hard counters," Isolde said, panting, wiping blood from her visor. "Fire for the webs. Sound for the ears. What's next?"

"Gas," I said, looking up at the sky.

I remembered the purple barrier. The alchemical weapons.

As if on cue, a whistling sound cut through the air.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Canisters landed in the square. They didn't explode. They hissed.

Thick, yellow smoke began to billow out. It wasn't the purple barrier gas. This was heavy. It clung to the ground, eating away at the cobblestones.

"Alchemical rot-fog," I choked out. "Or something worse."

"Up!" I shouted. "Get to the high ground! The roofs! The gas sits low!"

We scrambled up the sides of the manor. I carried Ruby. Isolde carried Lilith.

We reached the roof just as the square below disappeared under a blanket of yellow fog.

A rat scurried across the cobblestones below. It touched the vapor.

It seized, coughed up blood, and died in seconds.

"Corrosive miasma," I whispered.

We were trapped on the roof. Below us, a sea of poison. Around us, a ring of fire.

And out in the darkness, the enemy was setting up their siege engines for the final blow.

"Where is Mio?" Ruby murmured, regaining consciousness. She looked at the gas-filled streets. "She... she can't climb with one arm..."

I looked West.

The industrial district was lower ground. The gas would flow there first.

"She's smart," I said, my voice hollow. "She'll find a way."

But inside, I knew.

The trap had snapped. And we were the ones caught in the teeth.

"System," I whispered. "Status check. Mio."

[System Error: Connection Lost.]

[Target Status: Unknown.]

I punched the roof tiles.

"They are going to breach the Keep," Isolde said, pointing to the main avenue.

A battering ram, shielded by a tortoise-shell of iron plates, was rumbling down the street, pushing through the gas.

"They want to knock the house down with us on top of it."

I stood up. I looked at my battered, bleeding family.

I looked at the enemy army that stretched to the horizon.

Something inside me broke. And something else—something cold and ancient—woke up.

"Let them come," I said.

I reached into my inventory. I pulled out a single, small item.

It was a crystal. Not a mana crystal. A memory crystal.

It contained the image of Sky, broken and bleeding on my bed.

It contained the sound of the sonic cannon breaking my people.

I crushed it in my hand. The shards cut my palm.

"Lilith," I said.

The spider looked up.

"Do you have any poison left? The real stuff?"

"A little," she rasped.

"Coat my blade," I ordered. "Not to paralyze. To rot."

Lilith crawled over. She spat a glob of thick, green venom onto my sword. The steel hissed.

"Isolde," I said.

"Master?"

"Take the banner down."

I pointed to the flag of Aethelgard flying above the manor. A white tree on a green field.

"Why?"

"Because we aren't defenders anymore," I said, watching the battering ram inch closer.

"We are cornered animals."

I looked at the gas. I looked at the fire.

"And animals don't fight fair."

"Burn the gas," I commanded.

Isolde looked at me, shocked. "What?"

"The nerve gas. It's alchemical. It's flammable. If we ignite it..."

"It will cause a firestorm," Isolde said. "It will destroy the lower districts. The warehouses. The workshops."

"Better burnt than taken," I said. "Do it."

Isolde hesitated. Then, she nodded.

She raised her hand. A ball of holy fire formed.

She threw it into the yellow fog below.

WOOSH.

The square didn't just burn. It detonated.

The yellow fog turned into a white-hot cloud of expanding plasma.

The battering ram and its crew vanished in the flash.

The shockwave hit us on the roof, knocking us flat.

When I looked up, the square was a crater of glass.

The enemy advance had stopped.

But so had my heart.

Because in the light of that explosion, I saw something in the distance.

On the western edge of the settlement, where the gas had flowed before the fire.

A small, black shape lay still on a rooftop.

It wasn't moving.

"Mio..."

The word died in my throat.

The trap had snapped. And I had just pulled the trigger.


Chapter 10: Collapse

The flash evaporated the shadows before the sound even hit. It wasn't just light; it was a physical force of pure, retina-burning radiation that instantly blistered the exposed skin on my face.

The shockwave from the ignited nerve gas hit the Manor a split second after the flash. It didn't push us; it hammered us.

"Down!" I screamed, tackling Ruby and Lilith, pinning them to the roof tiles with my own body.

BOOM.

The sound was beyond hearing. It was a pressure wave that rattled my teeth in their sockets and punched the air from my lungs. The slate tiles beneath us shattered. The massive timber frame of the Manor groaned, shifting on its foundation like a ship in a typhoon.

Debris—glass, stone, burning wood—rained down on us. A piece of shrapnel the size of a dinner plate slammed into my back, but my [System]-enhanced durability absorbed it. It felt like being kicked by a mule.

Then, the silence returned.

But it wasn't quiet. It was the ringing, high-pitched whine of blown eardrums.

I pushed myself up, shaking the dust from my hair. My vision was swimming.

"Status!" I croaked. I couldn't hear my own voice.

Isolde was already moving. She was on her knees, her helmet gone, her blonde hair wild and coated in gray ash. She was casting a wide-area shield spell, a dome of violet light protecting us from the falling embers.

Ruby was curled in a ball beneath me, her hands clamped over her bleeding ears. Lilith was hissing, her spider legs twitching erratically.

I crawled to the edge of the roof and looked down.

My stomach dropped into the void.

The market square was gone. The cobblestones, the stalls, the fountain—everything had been vaporized. In its place was a crater of blackened, fused glass that radiated waves of suffocating heat.

But it was what lay beyond the crater that stopped my heart.

The explosion hadn't just consumed the gas. The firestorm had followed the gas clouds. It had rolled West, into the lower districts.

Into the Residential District. Into the warehouses.

Where Mio was.

"No," I whispered.

The entire western sector of Aethelgard was an inferno. The flames weren't orange; they were chemical blue and angry violet, fed by the alchemical stockpiles in the storage yards.

"Ethan!" Isolde grabbed my shoulder, her grip like a vice. She was shouting, but her voice sounded underwater. "The Keep is unstable! The foundation is cracked! We have to move!"

"Mio is down there," I said, pointing at the hellscape.

"She's gone, Ethan!" Isolde yelled, shaking me. "Nothing could survive that!"

"She's alive!" I roared back, my hearing snapping back into focus with a painful pop. "I saw her! Just before the flash! She was on the roof of the tannery!"

I scrambled backward, grabbing Ruby by her tunic.

"Wake up!" I slapped her cheek. "Ruby! Wake up!"

The Cait Sith’s eyes fluttered open. They were glassy, unfocused. Blood was still trickling from her ears. The sonic cannon had scrambled her equilibrium.

"Master?" she slurred. "Why is the world spinning?"

"I need you to run," I said, channeling [Healing Embrace] into her. I didn't have time for a slow heal. I poured raw mana into her nervous system, burning out the shock. "Mio is in the fire. We're going to get her."

At the mention of Mio’s name, Ruby’s eyes snapped into focus. The haze of pain vanished, replaced by a terrifying clarity.

"Sister," she hissed.

She rolled to her feet. She stumbled once, then dug her claws into the roof tiles, finding her balance.

"Let's go."

"The stairs are blocked," Lilith reported, peering into the skylight. "The interior has collapsed. We have to jump."

"Jump?" Isolde looked at the forty-foot drop into the burning courtyard.

"I'll carry you," Lilith said. She didn't wait for an argument. She shot a thick cable of silk onto the chimney, wrapped her legs around Isolde’s waist, and vaulted off the edge.

I grabbed Ruby.

"Hold on."

We jumped.

We landed in the garden, or what was left of it. The neatly trimmed hedges were ash. The prize roses were burning sticks.

The heat was physical. It pressed against us like a heavy wool blanket soaked in boiling water.

"West!" I ordered. "Through the alleyways! Stay low!"

We ran.

It wasn't a sprint; it was an obstacle course through hell. Buildings had collapsed into the streets, creating mountains of burning rubble. We climbed over beams that were still glowing with embers.

"Enemies!" Ruby hissed, her nose twitching despite the smoke.

Three figures emerged from the haze ahead of us. They were Black Iron soldiers, their armor scorched, their cloaks burned away. They were staggering, coughing, disoriented by the blast.

But when they saw us, their training kicked in.

"Target..." one of them wheezed, raising a crossbow.

I didn't break stride.

"Ruby. Low. I'll go high."

Ruby dropped into a slide, kicking up a spray of sparks. She slid between the soldier's legs, her daggers flashing upward into his groin.

I launched myself off a pile of rubble. I activated [Mana Strike].

My sword came down on the second soldier’s helmet.

CRUNCH.

The steel split. The skull beneath it split.

The third soldier turned to run. Isolde hit him with a bolt of holy fire from twenty yards away. He turned into a pillar of ash before he hit the ground.

"Keep moving!" I shouted.

We pushed deeper into the devastation. The air grew hotter. The smoke grew thicker. It tasted of sulfur and melting copper.

"My webs..." Lilith mourned, pointing to the charred remains of her defensive lines hanging from the ruined buildings. "They burned them all."

"We'll build new ones," I promised. "After we kill them."

We reached the edge of the Industrial District.

This was the heart of the fire. The warehouses were massive timber structures, filled with lumber, cloth, and lamp oil. Now, they were skeletons of fire, their ribs outlined in flame against the black sky.

"The tannery," I gasped, looking for the building where I had seen the black shape.

It was still standing. Barely.

It was a three-story brick building near the river. The roof was gone. The upper windows were vomiting fire.

But the structure held.

And on the second-floor balcony, trapped between the raging fire inside and the drop to the burning street below, was a figure.

Small. Black ears. A tail that was lashed to her waist.

"Mio!" I screamed.

She looked down. She was holding her left arm—the dislocated one—tight against her chest. Her face was soot-stained, her clothes shredded.

She saw us.

She didn't wave. She pointed.

Not at herself. Behind us.

"Look out!" Ruby shrieked, tackling me.

WHOOSH.

A massive ball of green fire sailed over my head, incinerating the spot where I had been standing a second ago.

I rolled to my feet, sword ready.

"Who?"

From the smoke of the collapsed warehouse opposite the tannery, a machine emerged.

A massive mechanical walker loomed out of the smoke, far more advanced than any tank.

A Dwarven Siege-Strider. Four mechanical legs made of brass and iron, a central cockpit protected by reinforced glass, and a mounted alchemical flamethrower.

It was painted red. The Crimson Fang colors.

"We missed one," Isolde growled, raising her shield.

The walker turned its turret toward us. The pilot, safe inside his iron shell, grinned.

"Burn the rats," a mechanical voice amplified from the machine boomed.

"Scramble!" I yelled.

We scattered just as the flamethrower unleashed a stream of liquid fire.

It hit the ground, splashing like water, sticking to everything it touched.

"It's blocking the path!" Lilith hissed, clinging to the wall of a ruined bakery. "We can't get to the tannery!"

The walker was positioning itself between us and Mio. It knew she was trapped. It was taking its time, savoring the kill.

"I need to get to her!" I shouted, panic clawing at my throat.

I looked at the tannery. The fire in the upper floors was spreading down. The balcony supports were groaning.

"Ethan!" Mio’s voice floated down, thin and terrified. "The floor! It's giving way!"

I had to clear the path. I had to kill the walker.

But my mana was low. Isolde was exhausted. Ruby and Lilith were wounded.

"I'll draw its fire," Isolde said, stepping out from cover. "You flank it."

"No," I said. "It's too fast. It'll cook you in that armor."

I looked at the machine. It was heavily armored, resistant to magic and physical attacks.

But it had legs.

"Lilith," I said. "Do you have any silk left? Heavy silk?"

"I have enough for one shot," she said. "But I need to be close. Point-blank."

"I'll get you close," I said. "Ruby, you're with me."

I turned to the walker.

"Hey! Asshole!"

I stepped into the street, waving my sword.

"Over here!"

The turret turned. The pilot's eyes locked onto me. The King. The high-value target.

"Target acquired," the machine droned.

"Run!" I shouted to Ruby.

We sprinted. Not away from the machine, but under it.

The flamethrower roared, chasing our heels. The heat singed the hair on my arms.

We slid on the slick cobblestones, diving beneath the massive brass legs of the walker.

"Lilith! Now!"

Lilith dropped from the bakery roof. She landed squarely on top of the walker's cockpit.

The pilot looked up, screaming as a giant spider filled his view.

Lilith didn't attack the glass. She spun around, aiming her spinnerets at the leg joints.

THWIP. THWIP. THWIP.

She fired thick, sticky cables of silk into the gears and pistons of the machine's knees.

"Jam it!" I roared.

The walker tried to step. The gears ground against the silk. The pistons seized.

CRUNCH.

The machine stumbled. It tipped forward, off-balance.

"Ruby! The fuel tank!"

I pointed to the canister of green liquid mounted on the back of the walker.

Ruby didn't need telling twice. She leaped onto the back of the falling machine. Her daggers flashed.

PING. PING.

She punctured the tank.

Pressurized alchemical fuel sprayed out, coating the machine.

"Jump!"

We all bailed out as the walker crashed face-first into the street. Sparks from its own grinding metal ignited the fuel.

KA-BOOM.

The walker turned into a fireball. The pilot's screams were cut short as the ammunition cooked off.

"Clear!" I shouted.

We sprinted past the burning wreck, reaching the base of the tannery.

The building was shaking. The heat from the fire inside was melting the mortar. Bricks were falling like rain.

"Mio!" I yelled, looking up at the balcony.

She was there. But she wasn't alone.

Behind her, in the doorway leading into the burning building, a shadow moved.

A man.

He wasn't wearing armor. He was naked from the waist up, his body covered in intricate, glowing red tattoos.

He held a curved dagger in one hand.

"An Assassin," Ruby gasped. "He was waiting for her."

The assassin lunged.

Mio, one-armed and exhausted, tried to dodge. She slipped on the soot.

She fell backward, over the railing.

"NO!"

I lunged forward, my arms outstretched, knowing I was too far away.

But she didn't fall.

A hand grabbed her ankle.

The assassin. He held her dangling over the street, thirty feet up.

He looked down at us. He smiled.

"The Wolf sends his regards," he shouted over the roar of the fire.

He raised his dagger to cut the tendon in her leg, to drop her.

"DROP HER AND I'LL KILL YOU!" I screamed, my voice shredding.

"You'll kill me anyway," the assassin laughed. "But she dies first."

He swung the dagger.

THWACK.

A black-fletched arrow blossomed in the assassin's eye. Sky, firing from the shadows above.

He stiffened. His grip failed.

Mio fell.

I lunged, but I was too slow.

"Got her!"

A massive gray blur slammed into the cobblestones. Thora.

The Ogre burst through the wall of the building next to us. She had been digging through the rubble.

She dove, her massive body sliding across the cobblestones like a baseball player stealing home.

She caught Mio inches from the ground.

"Safe," Thora grunted, cradling the cat in her arms.

The assassin's body tumbled down, landing with a wet thud beside them.

I ran to them. I fell to my knees, grabbing Mio’s face.

"Mio! Are you okay? Talk to me!"

She coughed, hacking up black phlegm. Her golden eyes opened, terrified and wide.

"Ethan..." she sobbed, clutching my shirt with her good hand. "The burrow... the girls... I couldn't save them... I tried to lead them away but..."

"It's okay," I soothed, kissing her forehead, mixing my tears with the soot on her face. "You're safe. Ruby is here. We're all here."

Ruby knelt beside us, nuzzling Mio’s neck, purring a frantic, broken rhythm.

"Sister," she whispered. "Stupid, brave sister."

"We have to go," Isolde said, her voice urgent. She was looking at the tannery. "The building is coming down."

"Right," I said, helping Mio stand. She leaned heavily on me.

"Wait," Mio gasped, pointing at the burning warehouse across the street. The one next to where the walker had crashed. "I heard voices. Inside. Before the explosion."

"Voices?"

"Small voices. Crying."

I froze.

The First Residential District had been evacuated. Ruby had moved the young ones to the deep cellar.

"We cleared the area," Ruby said, her ears swiveling. "Didn't we?"

"Some hid," Mio whispered. "They were scared of the cellar. They hid in the wool storage."

I looked at the warehouse.

It was a towering structure of timber and brick. The roof was gone. The second floor was fully engulfed. The ground floor, where the wool storage was, was filling with smoke.

And the structural beams were groaning. A low, mournful sound like a dying beast.

"We can't go in there," Lilith said, backing away. "It's a coffin, Master. Look at the supports. They are charcoal."

"Small voices," I repeated.

I activated 【Divine Eye】. I pushed it through the smoke and the interference.

There.

In the center of the ground floor. Five small heat signatures. Huddled together under a pile of wet wool blankets.

Alive. But the air around them was hitting 120 degrees. And the ceiling above them—tons of burning timber and slate—was sagging.

"Five," I said. "Five refugees."

I looked at my family.

Isolde was spent. Her mana was gone.

Lilith was wounded.

Mio could barely stand.

Thora was strong, but she was slow.

"I'm going," I said.

"No!" Mio and Isolde screamed in unison.

"I have [Heat Resistance]," I lied. I didn't. I had [Mana Skin], which might buy me thirty seconds. "I'm the fastest."

"I'm going too," Ruby said.

She stepped forward. She wasn't limping anymore. She had cast aside her ruined leather armor, standing in just her tunic.

"They are my responsibility," she said. Her voice was calm. eerily calm. "I am the leader of the pride. I put them there."

"Ruby..."

"Don't argue, Ethan," she smiled. It was a sad, beautiful smile. "You need a pathfinder. I can see in the smoke better than you."

She turned to Mio. She kissed her sister on the cheek.

"Watch him," she whispered.

Then she ran.

"Ruby!"

I chased after her. We sprinted into the burning maw of the warehouse.

The heat hit us instantly. It seared the inside of my nose. My hair curled and smoked.

"Low!" Ruby shouted, dropping to all fours.

We crawled through the inferno. Flaming debris rained down around us. A beam crashed down to my left, showering me with sparks.

"Over here!" Ruby called.

We reached the center of the room.

The pile of wool blankets was smoking.

I ripped them away.

Five young refugees. Terrified. Gasping.

"Up!" I roared. "Move!"

They scrambled up, coughing.

"Follow the tail!" Ruby shouted, raising her tail high. "Run to the light!"

She herded them toward the exit. I brought up the rear, shielding them with my body.

We were ten feet from the door.

Ten feet from safety.

Then, the building groaned.

A deep, tectonic crack echoed through the smoke.

I looked up.

The main support beam—a massive trunk of ironwood that held up the entire second floor—snapped.

It didn't fall straight down. It swung.

It swung right toward the entrance—where Mio was standing.

She had broken away from Thora, stumbling forward with her one good arm, trying to reach us, to help pull the young refugees to safety. She didn't see the timber plummeting toward her head.

"MIO!" I screamed.

But I was too far.

Ruby wasn't.

She didn't push the youths. She shoved them into my arms and launched herself.

She tackled her sister. She slammed into Mio with enough force to throw them both out of the doorframe, but the recoil… the recoil kept Ruby inside.

The momentum carried her into the path of the beam.

She looked back at me.

Her eyes met mine. Emerald green. Clear. Unafraid.

She didn't look like she was in pain. She looked at the golden light of my healing still lingering on my hands, even from across the room.

She smiled, a faint, gentle thing amidst the inferno.

She mouthed one word.

Warm...

CRASH.

The beam slammed down.

The roof followed it.

Tons of burning timber, brick, and slate collapsed directly onto the spot where Ruby was standing.

The shockwave knocked me backward, out into the street.

I rolled, coughing, ash filling my mouth.

"RUBY!"

I scrambled to my feet. I ran back toward the collapse.

There was no door. No warehouse.

Just a mountain of burning rubble.

"No, no, no, no..."

I clawed at the stones. I burned my hands. I didn't care.

I saw a hand. Small, black-furred, sticking out from the burning timber. I reached for it. I brushed her fingertips. They were still warm.

But then, the pulse stopped. The warmth vanished.

“Ruby! Answer me!”

Mio was screaming. A high, keening wail that tore through the night.

Thora dragged me back as a second collapse brought the front wall down.

"My fault..." Mio whispered, staring at the burning rubble where her sister had stood a second ago. Her voice was broken, hollow. "She pushed me... she died because of me..."

"She's gone, Ethan," Thora sobbed, holding me as I thrashed. "She's gone."

I stared at the fire.

I waited for the system notification. The backlash. The scream of the soul Lilith had talked about.

And then it hit me.

It wasn't a scream. It was a silence.

A sudden, absolute void in the web of connections I held in my heart. A thread snapping with such violent, agonizing force that it tore right through the enemy's magical jamming.

[System Notification]

[Partner Deceased: Ruby (Cait Sith)]

[Connection Severed.]

The words hung in my vision, glowing red.

I stopped fighting. I stopped screaming.

I fell to my knees in the mud and the ash.

The fire raged on. The enemy cheered in the distance.

But I didn't hear them.

All I heard was the sound of something breaking inside me.

And the terrible, deafening silence of a world without her.


Chapter 11: A Hero's End

The red letters burned in my vision, brighter than the fire, hotter than the hellscape consuming the warehouse.

[Partner Deceased: Ruby (Cait Sith)]

"No," I whispered. My voice was a dry croak, swallowed by the roar of the collapsing timber. "Glitch. It's a glitch."

I clawed at the burning pile. My fingers were raw, the skin blistering against the superheated stone, but I didn't feel it. I felt only a cold, sickening void in my chest where her bond used to be.

"Move!" I screamed at Thora. "Help me move it!"

The Ogre was crying, great silent tears carving tracks through the soot on her gray face, but she obeyed. She slammed her massive shoulder into a slab of fallen masonry, grunting with exertion. Muscles corded in her neck. The stone shifted.

"Ethan..." Mio was on her knees beside me, scrabbling at the debris with her one good hand. Her nails were torn, bleeding. "She's in there... she's in there..."

We tore the mountain apart. We didn't care about the structural instability. We didn't care about the enemy fire that was still raining down on the street behind us.

We reached the pocket.

The main support beam, a massive trunk of ironwood thick enough to crush a tank, had snapped in two. It lay across the floor of what used to be the entryway.

And beneath it...

"Ruby!" Mio’s scream tore her throat.

Ruby lay on her back. The beam had pinned her lower body, crushing her legs and pelvis into the stone foundation. A jagged piece of rebar, protruding from the shattered concrete, had pierced her abdomen, pinning her like a butterfly to a corkboard.

She wasn't moving.

Her tunic was soaked in red—so much red. It pooled around her, mixing with the ash and the water from burst pipes to create a black sludge.

"Heal her!" Mio grabbed my collar, shaking me violently. "Ethan! Do it! Use the light!"

I fell to my knees beside her. My hands were shaking so hard I could barely aim. I summoned the mana. I reached for the [Healing Embrace].

"Heal," I commanded. "Heal. Heal."

Golden light flared from my palms. It washed over her broken body.

But it didn't sink in.

The light washed over her skin like water on oil. It refused to stick. The system didn't recognize a target. It only recognized... biomass.

[Target Invalid: Subject Deceased.]

"Take it!" I roared, slamming my hands onto her chest, forcing the mana down. "Take the damn mana, Ruby!"

Her eyes opened.

They weren't glassy. They were bright, terribly clear, shining with the fading emerald light of her life force.

"Master..."

It was a whisper, barely a breath. Blood bubbled at the corner of her mouth.

"I'm here," I choked out, grabbing her hand. It was cold. So cold. "I've got you. Stay with me."

"Mio..." She didn't look at me. She tried to turn her head, her eyes seeking her sister.

Mio threw herself over Ruby’s chest, weeping uncontrollably. "I'm here, Ruby! I'm here! Why did you do it? Why did you push me?"

Ruby smiled. It was a gruesome, beautiful thing, teeth stained with crimson.

"Because..." She coughed, a wet, rattling sound. "You... are the Shadow... and I..."

She raised her hand. It trembled violently. She reached up and brushed a tear from Mio’s cheek. The blood on her fingers left a streak like war paint on Mio’s pale skin.

"...I am just the shield."

"No!" Mio sobbed, pressing her face into Ruby’s neck. "You're my sister! You're the leader! I can't do this without you!"

"You can," Ruby whispered. Her gaze drifted back to me. The light in her eyes was dimming, flickering like a candle in a draft.

"Ethan..."

"I'm here."

"The young ones..." she rasped. "Safe?"

"They're safe," I promised, tears blurring my vision. "You saved them. You saved everyone."

"Good..."

She let out a long, shuddering sigh. The tension left her body. The pain seemed to evaporate, replaced by a strange, heavy peace.

"It's... warm," she murmured, her eyes losing focus, staring up at the smoke-choked sky as if she could see the stars behind it. "So warm..."

"Ruby?"

She didn't answer.

Her hand slipped from Mio’s cheek. It hit the ground with a soft thud.

Then, the dissolution began.

It started at her fingertips. The flesh didn't rot; it glowed. Tiny particles of white light began to flake off her skin, rising into the air like fireflies.

"No..." Mio scrambled back, her eyes wide with horror. "Don't go! Don't fade!"

The absolute logic of the Tamer's bond, the cruel physics of the System, took over. Those bound deeply to my soul didn't leave mere corpses to rot.

Their essence returned directly to the mana stream, leaving only the condensed core behind.

Her legs, crushed beneath the beam, dissolved into mist. Her torso, the blood, the pain—it all broke apart into shimmering dust.

"Grab her!" Mio screamed, clutching at the particles. "Hold her together!"

I tried. I wrapped my arms around her shoulders, trying to physically hold her soul in place. But my arms passed through her. She was becoming immaterial.

Light. Just light and memory.

"Ruby!"

Mio lunged, her fingers closing on empty air.

In seconds, she was gone.

There was no body. No blood. The beam fell flush against the stone with a heavy clack, crushing nothing but dust.

On the ground, amidst the ash, lay her possessions.

Her twin daggers, the leather handles worn smooth by years of practice.

A small, cheap necklace made of river stones—a gift from one of the young rescues.

And a single, glowing red crystal. Her core.

Mio stared at the pile of items. She wasn't screaming anymore. She was hyperventilating, shallow, ragged gasps that sounded like a drowning animal.

She reached out with a trembling hand and picked up the daggers. She clutched them to her chest, curling into a ball in the mud, rocking back and forth.

"Gone... she's truly gone... the bond is... it's just silence..."

I knelt there, my hands still raised, holding the shape of a woman who no longer existed.

The silence in my head was deafening. The severed bond was a phantom limb, itching and burning.

"Well, that's one down."

The voice came from the street.

I froze.

Slowly, mechanically, I turned my head.

Standing at the edge of the ruin, silhouetted against the burning tannery, was a group of five mercenaries. They wore the red wolf insignia.

The leader, a man with a scarred lip and a heavy crossbow, was lowering his weapon. He was grinning.

"Told you it was a waste of a bolt," he laughed to his companion. "The roof did the job for us."

"Still," the other man grunted, eyeing Mio. "We got the big cat. Now we just have the cripple and the King."

He stepped forward, kicking a piece of rubble toward us.

"Look at them," he sneered. "Crying over a monster. It's unnatural."

He looked at Mio. At her grief. At her vulnerability.

"Hey, little cat," he called out, leering. "Since your sister is dead, how about you come entertain us? We can make you forget her."

Something inside me snapped.

It wasn't a loud snap. It wasn't an explosion of rage.

It was the sound of a lock clicking open. A door in the basement of my soul, one I had kept shut with empathy and humanity and the desire to be a "good" man, swung wide.

The grief didn't leave. It froze. It crystallized into a blade of absolute zero.

I stood up.

I didn't wipe the tears from my face. I didn't draw my sword.

I just walked toward them.

"Ethan?" Thora whispered, sensing the change. The Ogre stepped back, fear in her eyes—not of the enemy, but of me.

The mercenary leader frowned, raising his crossbow again. "Stay back, King. Or I'll put one in your knee."

I didn't stop. I didn't blink.

A strange, glacial numbness began to spread from the center of my chest, freezing the panic and the grief before they could fully bloom.

The world slowed down.

The roar of the fire faded to a dull hum. The only sound was the beating of my own heart, slow and steady like a war drum.

I looked at the man. I saw his heat signature. I saw the fear spiking in his pulse. I saw the structural weakness in his neck armor.

"You laughed," I said. My voice was quiet. Flat. Dead.

"What?" He stepped back, unnerved.

"She died," I said, taking another step. "And you laughed."

"She was a beast!" he shouted, his finger tightening on the trigger. "A monster! She doesn't have a soul!"

I stopped three feet from the bolt.

"No," I whispered. "She was family."

I looked at him.

"You are the monsters."

He fired.

The bolt flew at my face.

I didn't dodge. I caught it.

The bolt hissed toward my skull, a streak of jagged iron. I didn't flinch. I didn't even raise my hand.

[Tyrant Aspect: Active]

The air in front of my face crystallized. The projectile hit an invisible wall of pure, frozen malice, the kinetic energy dying instantly. The bolt clattered to the mud at my feet, useless.

I stepped on the iron head, grinding it into the dirt.

"Your tools have no power over a King," I whispered.

"And monsters," I said, the violet mana flaring around me, turning the air cold, "need to be put down."

I disappeared.

[Blink].

I reappeared directly in front of him. Before he could scream, before he could drop the crossbow, I grabbed his throat.

I lifted him off the ground.

"Watch," I commanded the others.

They froze, paralyzed by the sheer, suffocating weight of my mana.

I looked into the leader's eyes. I saw the terror there. I saw the sudden realization that he wasn't the hunter anymore.

"You wanted to entertain her?" I asked.

I squeezed.

Not quickly. Slowly.

I let him feel the cartilage give way. I let him feel the air cut off. I let him thrash and claw at my arm, his boots kicking uselessly at the air.

CRACK.

His neck snapped.

I dropped him. He hit the mud like a sack of garbage.

I turned to the other four.

They were backing away, their weapons shaking. One of them dropped his sword.

"Run," I said.

They turned to flee.

"Lilith," I said. My voice didn't carry across the battlefield, but I knew she could hear me. I knew she was watching from the shadows, wounded but listening.

"Don't let them leave."

From the darkness above, a net of black silk descended. It wasn't the defensive web she had spun earlier. It was a hunting net.

It fell over the four men, tangling them, binding them together in a screaming ball of limbs.

"Mio," I said, not looking back.

Mio looked up from the mud. She was clutching Ruby’s daggers so hard her knuckles were white. Her eyes were red, swollen, and filled with a darkness that matched my own.

"They are yours," I said.

Mio stood up. She looked at her dislocated left arm, hanging uselessly at her side. Then, she looked at Ruby's twin daggers clutched in her right hand.

Without a word, she slammed her left shoulder brutally against a jagged slab of fallen masonry.

CRACK.

A sharp gasp escaped her lips as the joint popped violently back into place. She swayed, her re-set arm trembling with sheer agony, but she forced her fingers to open. She transferred one dagger to her left hand, gripping both hilts so hard her knuckles turned white.

She walked toward the trapped men. She didn't look like a girl anymore. She looked like a ghost. A vengeful spirit born from the ash.

She raised the twin daggers.

"For Ruby," she whispered.

The screams that followed were not human. They were the sounds of prey being unmade.

I turned away. I looked at the spot where Ruby had vanished. The red crystal still lay there, glowing faintly in the dark.

I walked over and picked it up. It was warm.

I put it in my pocket, right next to my heart.

"Thora," I said.

"Yes, Master?" The Ogre’s voice was small.

"Carry the young ones. We're leaving."

"Where?"

I looked at the burning city. I looked at the enemy army pouring through the breaches. I looked at the smoke choking the stars.

"To the center," I said. "To the throne."

I looked at my hands. They were covered in blood. Some of it was mine. Some of it was the mercenary's. None of it was Ruby's.

She was gone.

And the part of me that hesitated, the part of me that wanted to save everyone, the part of me that was just a healer...

That was gone too.

"We aren't defenders anymore," I muttered, the new skill [Tyrant Aspect] pulsing in my veins like ice water.

I sheathed my sword with a sharp, metallic click.

"We are the apocalypse."


Chapter 12: Evolution of the Absolute

The light was not beautiful.

It was blinding, silent, and entirely too final. It tore through the smoke of the burning settlement, a brilliant crimson flare that consumed the space where Ruby had just been standing.

I reached out. My fingers closed around nothing but superheated air.

The light collapsed inward with the sickening speed of a dying star. It compressed, folding in on itself until it was nothing more than a single, dense point of gravity.

Then, gravity won.

A small, heavy object dropped from the floating luminescence. It hit the ash-covered cobblestones with a sharp, distinct clack.

It was a stone. A single, jagged magic crystal, glowing with a faint, dying ember of red light.

That was all that was left.

Beside me, Mio fell to her knees. The sound that ripped from her throat was the raw, broken shriek of a wounded animal. She clawed at the stone, tearing her fingernails against the ash, her black tail lashing erratically as she wailed.

She screamed Ruby’s name. Over and over. A broken, desperate mantra that bled into the roaring flames of our burning home.

I stood over them. Over the stone. Over my weeping shadow.

Footsteps echoed through the smoke. Heavy boots on shattered stone. The clank of armor. The low, guttural laughter of men who had come to pillage, to enslave, to conquer.

A squad of Crimson Fang mercenaries stepped through the breach in the eastern wall. There were six of them. Their armor was stained with soot and the blood of my people. The leader, a scarred man with a battleaxe resting casually on his shoulder, pointed a thick finger at us.

His mouth moved. He was saying something. Probably a threat. Probably a gloat.

I didn't hear him.

The roaring of the fires faded. The screams of my dying city faded. Even Mio’s agonizing cries receded, swallowed by a sudden, unnatural drop in my own internal temperature. The heat of my anger simply vanished.

For months, I had been the protector. The healer. I had built walls to keep the darkness out. I had smiled, I had forgiven, I had negotiated. I believed that if I just cared enough, if I was just strong enough, I could save everyone.

I looked at the red stone on the ground.

I was wrong.

A strange sensation washed over me. It wasn't the fiery, blinding rage I had expected. There was no surge of adrenaline, no desperate scream tearing from my own throat.

It was cold.

It was an absolute, glacial stillness. The grief, the panic, the fury—they didn't disappear. They froze. They crystallized into something hard, sharp, and infinitely dense. The frantic beating of my heart slowed down. The chaotic noise of the battlefield organized itself into stark, silent geometry.

A pale blue light flickered in the corner of my vision. The System.

[Notice: Extreme psychological trauma detected.]

[Condition: Critical Emotional Overload.]

[Skill Activation: 【Mental Resistance】 (Level Max) engaged.]

The blue text flickered, then shattered like glass. The letters reformed, glowing with a harsh, unfeeling white light.

[System Override.]

[Condition Met: The threshold of the Defender has been broken. The aspect of the Tyrant awakens.]

[Skill Evolution: 【Mental Resistance】 has evolved into 【Mental Severance】.]

[【Mental Severance】: All emotional interference is nullified. Logic, perception, and execution are optimized to maximum efficiency. Compassion is disabled.]

I blinked.

The world sharpened. The smoke particles hanging in the air became distinct, trackable objects. The heat of the fire became measurable data.

And the men walking toward me ceased to be men.

They were targets. They were meat, fluid, and poorly utilized mana.

"Hey, healer," the mercenary leader sneered, stepping closer, his axe swinging down to rest in both hands. "Don't just stand there. Surrender the beast-girl and maybe we'll cut your throat quick."

I didn't answer him. I didn't feel the need to.

【Divine Eye Appraisal】

The skill didn't just activate; it expanded. It ripped through the superficial layers of reality.

The mercenary's armor became transparent. His skin peeled away in my vision. I saw the network of his nervous system, glowing with faint electrical impulses. I saw the thick, sluggish flow of his mana circuits, twisted and corrupted by whatever cheap enhancement drugs the Crimson Fang used.

And I saw his cardiovascular system.

It was a simple biological machine. A central pump—the heart—pushing pressurized fluid—blood—through a series of tubes.

My mind processed the data with terrifying speed.

Target: Human Male.

Heart rate: 110 BPM.

Internal body temperature: 37.2°C.

Blood volume: Approximately 5.5 liters.

Objective: Extermination.

Without drawing a weapon or chanting a single incantation—crutches meant for those who needed to focus wild mana—I acted. I was nothing but focus.

I raised my hand. I didn't point. I just lifted my palm, orienting my spatial awareness to the precise coordinates of the mercenary leader's chest cavity.

I isolated the blood inside his left ventricle.

I applied my thermal magic. Not as a fireball. Not as a wide-area attack.

I applied it internally. Directly to the fluid.

I raised the temperature of the blood inside his heart from thirty-seven degrees to two hundred degrees Celsius. In zero point one seconds.

The man stopped walking.

His eyes widened, snapping open so far the sclera showed all around the irises. He didn't scream. He couldn't.

The water in his blood instantly flashed into steam. The sudden, massive expansion of pressurized gas inside a closed muscular chamber had only one biological outcome.

A dull, wet thump echoed from inside his chest armor.

His ribcage bulged outward unnaturally. A fine mist of atomized blood sprayed from his mouth, his nose, and the tear ducts of his eyes.

He didn't stagger. He simply dropped, severing his connection to life like a puppet with cut strings. His body hit the ash with a heavy, dead weight.

The other five mercenaries froze.

They looked at their leader. Then they looked at me.

"What..." one of them stammered, his sword dropping slightly. "What did you do?"

Target: Five Human Males.

I didn't let them process it. My mind was a calculating machine, moving through the sequence of extermination without a single wasted thought.

I shifted my gaze to the man on the far left.

Coordinates locked.

Target left ventricle.

Temperature: 200°C.

Another wet thump. Another spray of crimson mist. Another body dropping to the stone.

"He's using a relic!" the third man screamed, panic finally breaking through their battle-hardened discipline. "Kill him! Fucking kill him!"

Three men rushed me. They covered the distance fast, their weapons raised.

It was too slow. They were moving through honey.

I looked at the man charging the center. He was mid-stride, his sword raised high.

Coordinates locked.

Thump.

He collapsed mid-step, his momentum sending his lifeless body skidding across the cobblestones to stop at the toes of my boots.

The last two realized what was happening. They tried to stop. They tried to turn around. They tried to run from the monster that had just hatched from the shell of the healer they thought they were hunting.

I didn't let them turn.

I locked onto both of their hearts simultaneously. The strain on my mana pathways was microscopic. This wasn't a spell of destruction; it was a spell of precise biological alteration. It cost almost nothing.

Thump. Thump.

They fell together, landing in a tangled heap of steel and dead weight.

The courtyard was silent again, save for the crackle of the burning buildings.

Six men dead. Under ten seconds. No effort expended.

I looked at my hands. They weren't trembling. They were perfectly still. The blood that had stained them earlier was drying, flaking off like rust.

I felt nothing. No guilt for taking human life. No triumph in victory. No satisfaction in vengeance.

Just the cold, hard reality of cause and effect. They were a threat. The threat was removed.

I turned around.

Mio was still on the ground. She hadn't noticed the men. She hadn't noticed the sudden, silent slaughter. She was curled into a tight ball around the red stone, her face buried in the ash, her shoulders shaking with violent, tearing sobs.

She looked small. She looked broken.

The old Ethan would have fallen to his knees beside her. He would have wrapped his arms around her, held her tight, and cried with her. He would have whispered that everything was going to be okay, even if it was a lie.

I walked over to her. My boots crunched on the ash.

I reached down and grabbed the collar of her leather tunic.

I didn't do it gently. I closed my fist tight and pulled upward, hauling her to her feet with a sharp, uncompromising motion.

Mio gasped, her eyes snapping open. They were bloodshot, swimming in tears, wide with shock at the sudden rough handling. She looked at my face, searching for the man who had loved her, the man who had healed her scars.

I knew what she saw.

She didn't see the man who had held her. She saw the dead, unblinking eyes of a predator. She saw the Tyrant.

She clutched the red stone to her chest, her lips trembling. "E-Ethan... she's... Ruby is..."

"I know," I said. My voice didn't sound like mine. It was flat. It was the sound of a blade scraping against stone.

I looked down at the hand pressing the stone to her breast.

"Hold onto that," I ordered. "Keep it safe."

"It hurts," she sobbed, her legs giving out. I held her up by the collar, refusing to let her fall back into the dirt. "Ethan, it hurts so much..."

"Good," I said. "Let it hurt. But you are not going to fall apart. Not here. Not now."

She stared at me, a flicker of fear cutting through her grief. "Master...?"

I let go of her collar. She swayed, but she stayed on her feet.

I looked past her, toward the massive iron gates of the settlement. The gates were broken. More Crimson Fang banners were pouring through the gap. Hundreds of them. They were spreading out, torches in hand, weapons drawn, looking for survivors. Looking for us.

My Divine Eye mapped them all. Hundreds of targets. Hundreds of beating hearts.

"Cry when it's done, Mio," I said, my gaze locked on the approaching army. "Cry after everything is finished. Cry after there is no one left alive to hear you."

I took a step forward, stepping over the corpse of the mercenary leader.

The healer was dead. The era of the sanctuary was over.

Now, we were going to build a slaughterhouse.


Chapter 13: System Override

The air tasted like copper and burning ozone. It wasn't just the physical smoke of the burning settlement choking the night. It was the heavy, suffocating residue of hostile magic.

My Divine Eye mapped the unseen world with a clarity that bordered on the grotesque. The Crimson Fang hadn't just breached our physical walls; they had cast a snare over our very minds.

I looked up past the roaring flames of the shattered barracks. The stars were completely obscured by a dome of sickly, pulsating purple energy. It throbbed with a low, nauseating frequency that vibrated against my teeth. A wide-area magical jamming field.

It was a tactical spell designed to sever telepathic links, to isolate commanders from their troops, to blind the coordinated defense, and to breed panic. Panic was a biological response to a lack of control. It was the mind's frantic attempt to process a reality it could no longer influence.

I no longer possessed the capacity to panic. I possessed absolute control.

The evolution of my skill into 【Mental Severance】 kept my consciousness in a state of absolute zero. There was no burning anger over the severed connection to my queens. There was no frantic anxiety for their safety. There was only the cold, mechanical identification of an obstacle, and the immediate calculation of the exact force required to obliterate it.

I traced the purple threads of mana weaving through the sky. They formed a complex, overlapping grid of interference over the settlement. I followed the glowing lines back to their anchor points.

Five locations. Five enemy mages maintaining the barrier, hidden within the chaotic ruins of the outer district, actively channeling their mana into the sky to keep my family deaf and blind.

I didn't need to physically hunt them down. I just needed to touch their network.

I reached out with my own mana.

Before tonight, my magic had been a warm, radiating light. It had been a soothing balm to heal broken bones, or a roaring, desperate fire fueled by the need to protect. Now, it was a glacier. It was silent, crushing, and mathematically inevitable.

I injected my mana directly into the nearest purple thread hanging in the space above me.

The enemy's magical structure resisted for a fraction of a microsecond. It felt like a dry, brittle twig trying to stop the descent of a steel anvil. I didn't simply break their spell. I weaponized their own connection against them, sending a devastating feedback loop of hyper-compressed, absolute mana straight down their connective lines.

I felt the precise, pathetic moment the nearest mage realized his fatal error.

His mana circuit violently overloaded. The fragile human brain was simply not designed to process the sheer, unadulterated density of a Tyrant's will suddenly occupying its internal space.

Far off in the eastern ruins, a dull, wet pop echoed faintly through the smoke.

One anchor down. The purple dome above flickered, its integrity destabilized.

I didn't pause. I didn't feel a shred of triumph. I merely routed the crushing feedback through the remaining four threads simultaneously.

Coordinates locked. Execute override.

Four more distant thuds sounded almost in unison. The purple dome shattered like cheap glass, raining invisible, harmless sparks of dead, static mana down upon the burning city. The unnatural pressure in the atmosphere vanished instantly.

The telepathic network of my pack snapped back into existence with the force of a thunderclap.

It was pure chaos. A violent storm of frantic voices, physical pain, and desperate battle cries flooded into my mind.

Master!

Ethan! Where are you?! Answer me!

They breached the southern gate! The lines are collapsing! We need you!

Sky. Sela. Thora. Brynn.

Their psychic voices were laced with raw, bleeding terror. But they weren't terrified for themselves. They were terrified for me. They were mourning the silence, believing their anchor had been killed.

I analyzed their chaotic chatter for exactly two seconds.

Then, I spoke.

I didn't shout. I didn't attempt to project the rallying, hopeful charisma they were accustomed to. I simply let the absolute, freezing void of 【Mental Severance】 coat my thoughts, pushing my voice through the psychic link with the crushing, inescapable weight of an absolute ruler.

Silence.

The single word hit the network like a physical shockwave.

The frantic screaming ceased instantly. The silence that followed in my mind was heavy and profound.

I could feel them through the bond. I could taste their profound shock. They didn't recognize this metallic, freezing texture in my soul. They were used to basking in the warmth of a gentle hearth; suddenly, they found themselves standing completely bare in the center of a lightless blizzard.

But underneath the shock, rolling through the deepest, most primal layers of their monster blood, I felt something else ignite.

Submission.

It was a deep, violently resonant vibration. The absolute, undeniable authority of the Alpha. It bypassed their conscious thought, bypassed their civilized emotions, and struck directly at their darkest instincts. My coldness didn't push them away; it bound them tighter, demanding absolute, kneeling obedience.

Status report, I commanded. My internal voice was a razor blade drawn across glass.

Sky was the first to respond. Her mental voice trembled, but not with fear of the mercenary army. It shook with a sudden, overwhelming awe, her avian instincts bowing to the pressure.

N-Northern airspace is heavily contested, Master. The enemy gargoyles are overwhelming our harpy vanguard.

The southern gate is lost, Thora rumbled immediately after. Her psychic presence felt heavy, grounded in blood and crushed stone, but I could feel her massive heart beating faster, thrilled by the dark command in my tone. I am holding the inner courtyard, but there are too many of them pressing the line.

The eastern shadows are compromised, my King, Sela hissed. Her mental voice was a dark, slick ribbon, dripping with a sudden, wet heat. The sheer dominance of my aura was acting as a twisted aphrodisiac on the Lamia's predatory nature. They have specialized hunters with enchanted optics. We are being pushed out of the dark.

They were losing. The defensive strategy I had painstakingly designed to preserve life was crumbling under the weight of sheer numbers.

A defensive strategy relies on empathy. It restricts lethal action to prioritize survival. It was a strategy designed by a healer.

The defense is over, I stated.

The words hung in the psychic space, absolute and final.

Ethan? Sky asked, a microscopic flicker of uncertainty rippling through her bond.

The sanctuary is gone, I replied. The truth was simple. It was mathematical. There was no tragedy in it, only a shift in variables. The enemy came to our land to conquer. They came to break our bodies and enslave our people.

I looked down at the small, jagged red crystal clutched in my left hand. The faint warmth radiating from it was the only thing anchoring my physical body to the ashes of the street.

We will not be broken. We will be the ones who break.

I expanded my presence through the telepathic link. I didn't just speak to my queens. I projected the crushing weight of my will outward, touching every single creature bound to me. Every kobold gripping a spear, every harpy bleeding in the sky, every arachne hiding in the webs.

I let them feel the void inside me. I let them feel the total, terrifying absence of my mercy.

Listen to my voice, I commanded, my will wrapping around their minds like chains of black iron. Look at the men invading our home.

Through the bond, I felt thousands of eyes lock onto the Crimson Fang mercenaries.

They are not soldiers. They are not humans. They are resources. They are meat.

The tremor of awe running through my pack shifted. It began to vibrate with a dark, terrifying frequency. The collective, suppressed bloodlust of a monster army, suddenly and completely unleashed from the moral constraints of their human master. I was stripping away the collars I had placed on them.

This is no longer a battle, I told them. My voice was the slow tolling of a death bell. This is an extermination.

I took a single step forward over the charred cobblestones. Mio followed close behind, her presence beside me a silent, deadly shadow.

The hunt begins now.

I felt the collective, shuddering intake of breath from my entire army.

No captives, I ordered. No prisoners. No mercy.

I visualized the anatomy of the human mercenaries. The fragile bones. The vital organs. The pathetic ease with which their biological systems could be systematically disassembled.

Leave nothing whole. Dismantle them all.

The response was not a cheer. It was not a heroic battle cry.

It was a psychic roar of absolute, terrifying devotion.

The bond flared with blinding, vicious intensity. The fear that had paralyzed my forces seconds ago completely vanished, instantly consumed by a wave of euphoric, unrestrained violence. They were monsters. The world had always called them monsters. And I, their absolute god, had just given them permission to become exactly what the world feared.

High above, I felt Sky's mana violently surge. The calculated hesitation in her aerial maneuvers evaporated, immediately replaced by a predatory, lethal grace.

At the southern gate, Thora's presence swelled into a towering mountain of unstoppable, joyous rage. The ground itself seemed to tremble through our connection as she abandoned her shield and gripped her massive axe with both hands.

In the eastern ruins, Sela's essence sharpened into a thousand invisible, venomous fangs.

They weren't fighting to protect a home anymore. They were fighting to offer a massacre to their Tyrant.

"Come, Mio," I said aloud. The physical air of the burning city felt thin and weak compared to the crushing density of the psychic network.

Mio didn't speak. She didn't need to. Her golden, feline eyes were locked onto a group of heavily armed mercenaries charging up the main thoroughfare toward us. She was no longer crying. The tears had completely dried, leaving pale, ghost-like tracks through the thick soot on her face.

She was no longer a grieving woman. She was an extension of my absolute will.

We walked forward into the thick smoke.

The first group of mercenaries we encountered were busy setting fire to a row of wooden supply sheds. There were eight of them, thick-necked men in heavy iron armor, laughing as the flames licked the roof.

They turned as they heard our footsteps. They saw a lone, unarmed man in a healer's coat, and a battered Cait Sith gripping a dripping silver dagger in each hand.

The leader grinned, raising a blood-stained broadsword.

Target acquisition confirmed.

I didn't stop walking. My pace remained perfectly even, perfectly measured.

I didn't use thermal magic this time. I wanted to test the exact limits of 【Mental Severance】. I needed to measure how efficiently I could manipulate physical matter without the distracting friction of human empathy.

I extended my mana outward, shaping it into invisible, razor-thin wires of pure kinetic force.

Spatial lock. Compress. Sever.

I projected the wires forward. They moved infinitely faster than sound. They didn't cut through the air; they simply appeared within the exact spatial coordinates occupied by the mercenaries' bodies.

The leader's laughter stopped abruptly.

As his weight shifted forward to swing his sword, his entire physical structure simply fell apart. The invisible wires had cleanly and simultaneously severed his head at the neck, both arms at the shoulders, and both legs at the knees.

Blood erupted in perfectly geometric, high-pressure fountains from the six freshly created stumps.

The remaining seven men suffered identically precise fates a fraction of a second later.

To call this combat would imply a struggle. This was merely industrial butchery.

Heavy chunks of meat and iron armor hit the cobblestones with wet, sickening sounds, raining down in a disorganized pile of instantly terminated biology.

I walked smoothly through the center of the sudden shower of blood. Not a single drop touched my skin or my clothes. An automatic micro-barrier of repelling mana kept me perfectly pristine amidst the gore.

Mio walked calmly beside me. She looked down at the scattered, twitching pieces of the mercenaries. She didn't flinch. She didn't smile. She simply stepped over a severed, helmeted head and tightened her grip on Ruby's daggers.

Master, Sela's voice slithered wetly through the psychic link. It was breathless, heavy with dark intoxication. They are breaking. The hunters in the east... they realize the shadows are alive. They are trying to retreat.

Let them run, I replied, my mental voice a shard of ice. Hunt them down slowly. Sever their hamstrings first. Let them crawl in the dirt and bleed before you end them.

Yes... oh, yes, my King.

The title didn't feel heavy anymore. It felt entirely correct. I was the Absolute.

We continued down the burning thoroughfare. The acoustic landscape of the settlement was rapidly shifting. The panicked screams of my people were gone, replaced entirely by the terrified, desperate shrieks of the Crimson Fang.

The hunters had realized they were locked inside a cage with the apex predators.

My Divine Eye tracked the rapidly fading heartbeats across the city grid. Hundreds of tiny, red biological lights were winking out, one by one, extinguished by claws, magic, and fangs. It was a beautiful, hyper-efficient system of eradication.

A massive shape suddenly crashed through the structural wall of a burning tavern directly in our path, showering the street in burning wood and stone.

It was an Ogre. But not one of ours.

This one wore thick, crude iron plating bolted agonizingly directly into its grey flesh. Its eyes were milky white, blind and completely mad. It was a slave beast, pumped full of alchemical combat stimulants by the mercenaries to act as a living siege engine.

It roared, swinging a spiked iron pillar that could effortlessly crush a stone house. It charged directly at us, the ground physically shaking with the impact of its massive footfalls.

Mio instantly moved to intercept, her leg muscles coiling like steel springs.

"Stand down," I said softly.

Mio froze mid-motion, instantly dropping her center of gravity, her obedience so absolute it defied momentum.

I looked up at the towering, drooling monster bearing down on us.

Analyze.

Mass: 1400 kilograms. Muscle density: Extreme. Neural pathways: Severely degraded by prolonged chemical stimulant exposure.

Applying physical force to stop its momentum would be inefficient and waste mana.

I reached out with my mind, effortlessly bypassing the thick bone of its skull and directly accessing its primitive, raging nervous system. I didn't attempt to control its mind or dominate its will. I simply located the motor cortex governing its voluntary muscle movements.

And I manually turned it off.

The Ogre was mid-stride, its massive arms raised to bring the iron pillar down on my head. Suddenly, every single voluntary muscle fiber in its massive body went completely, uniformly slack.

The terrifying momentum of its charge carried its dead weight forward. It face-planted into the unyielding stone street with a sickening, wet crunch of shattered facial bones. The spiked iron pillar slipped from its limp grasp, rolling harmlessly away into the gutter.

It lay there at my feet, a mountain of paralyzed flesh. Its white eyes rolled wildly in their sockets, the only part of its body it retained the ability to move. It let out a pathetic, gurgling whimper, drowning in the blood pooling in its throat.

"Mio," I said, my voice entirely devoid of inflection.

"Yes, Master."

"Dismantle it."

Mio didn't hesitate for a fraction of a second.

She leaped onto the paralyzed Ogre's broad back. The twin daggers flashed like silver lightning in the firelight. She didn't aim for a quick, merciful kill. She aimed for maximum structural damage. She brutally severed the thick tendons in its massive neck. She drove the blades deep into the vulnerable gaps of its iron plating, surgically finding and rupturing the major arteries.

Thick, dark blood erupted like a geyser, pooling out onto the street in a rapid, steaming river.

I stood in the red glow of the fires and watched her work. There was no revulsion in my chest. There was no pity for the enslaved, tortured beast. There was only the cold, satisfying observation of a necessary task being efficiently completed.

We have completely secured the northern airspace, Sky reported, her mental voice ringing with a fierce, dark pride that bordered on ecstasy. The enemy gargoyles are grounded. Their bodies are shattered on the rocks below.

Good, I commanded. Take your flight. Bombard the main gate with everything you have. Collapse the stone. Seal them inside. Do not let a single mercenary escape this valley alive.

It will be done, my Alpha.

The psychic link pulsed with the chaotic, unified heartbeat of my army. They were feeding directly off my absolute zero. My complete lack of fear made them genuinely fearless. My total lack of mercy made them exquisitely merciless.

We were no longer a scattered settlement of refugees. We were a single, devastating, highly calibrated organism designed for slaughter.

And I was the indisputable brain.

I looked past the dying Ogre, toward the center of the settlement. Toward the large, ostentatious command tent the Crimson Fang had hastily erected in the center of our ruined plaza.

That was where their leader would be waiting. The one who gave the order to burn my home. The one who thought he could take what belonged to me.

The one who had caused the red crystal in my hand to exist.

I felt the sharp edges of the stone bite into my palm.

"Let's go, Mio," I said, stepping casually over the butchered remains of the giant beast.

We walked toward the plaza, the fires burning high and bright, illuminating our path of absolute destruction. The era of the gentle healer was dead and buried under the ash.

The reign of the Tyrant had officially begun.


Chapter 14: The Anatomy of Fear

The residential district of our settlement was once a testament to hope. I had built these houses with my own hands, raising the timber and laying the stone, creating safe havens for the persecuted. Now, they were just geometric shapes of burning fuel.

Through the lens of 【Divine Eye Appraisal】, the flames were not a force of nature. They were merely a rapid conversion of mana and matter into thermal energy. The smoke was a dense suspension of ash, thick enough to choke a human lung but completely transparent to my enhanced perception.

The world had been stripped of its poetry. It was a canvas of anatomical diagrams, heat signatures, and biological vulnerabilities.

【Mental Severance】 held my consciousness in a state of absolute, freezing clarity.

The burning heat of the surrounding inferno did not touch my skin. The scent of charred flesh and burning wood did not register as horror. It was simply environmental data.

Beside me, Mio moved with the silent, predatory grace of a phantom. She did not speak. She did not cry. The frantic, weeping woman who had clung to the red crystal was gone, replaced by an instrument of my will. I could feel her through our psychic bond. Her mind was a mirror reflecting my own absolute zero. She fed on the coldness radiating from me, using it to freeze her own agonizing grief into a weapon of pure, concentrated violence.

We walked down the center of the cobblestone street.

The Crimson Fang mercenaries had spread out, moving house to house, hunting for survivors. They were disorganized. Drunk on their initial victory, fueled by adrenaline and bloodlust.

They did not know the rules of the world had changed.

My Divine Eye projected a real-time, three-dimensional tactical map into my mind. I could see through the stone walls of the burning houses. I could track the rhythmic, electrical impulses of human hearts beating in the dark.

Seventy-two meters ahead. An intersection.

Target data acquired. Eight hostile entities.

They were waiting in ambush. Six of them were crouched behind the collapsed remains of a bakery wall, nocking arrows to their shortbows. Two of them stood further back, their hands glowing with the faint, unstable light of offensive magic.

They were waiting for us to cross the intersection. They had created a kill zone.

I did not stop walking. My pace remained completely even. One step. Then the next.

"Mio," I said. My voice was a flat, metallic transmission.

"Yes, Master." Her reply was instant, devoid of inflection.

"Eight targets. Ahead. Behind the ruined bakery." I transmitted the exact spatial coordinates of the mercenaries directly into her mind through our bond. "Do not engage immediately. Wait for the primary structure to collapse."

"Understood."

We reached the edge of the intersection.

I could see the muscular tension in the archers' arms as they pulled their bowstrings taut. I could see the erratic, undisciplined flow of mana gathering in the mages' palms. They were anticipating the moment I stepped into the open. They expected a chaotic, desperate skirmish.

I did not give them a skirmish. I executed a localized biological override.

Target selection: Eight human respiratory systems.

Variables: Lung capacity, internal air pressure, tissue integrity.

I did not use fire. I did not use kinetic force. I used a fundamental application of aeromancy, stripped of all visual flair and concentrated into pure, terrifying utility.

I isolated the exact volume of air occupying the lungs of all eight men simultaneously.

Execute vacuum extraction.

I pulled.

The air did not rush out of their mouths. It was violently and instantly ripped from their bodies. The sudden, extreme drop in internal pressure caused an immediate and catastrophic physiological failure.

From behind the wall, the sound of the ambush completely changed.

There were no battle cries. There was no chant of magic. There was only the sudden, sickening sound of weapons dropping to the stone, followed by a chorus of desperate, wet gasps.

I walked around the corner of the ruined bakery.

The six archers were on their knees. Their bows lay forgotten in the ash. They were clawing frantically at their own throats, their eyes bulging wide in absolute, primal terror. Their faces were already turning a deep, sickly shade of violet.

They opened their mouths to scream, but there was no air left to vibrate their vocal cords. It was a silent, agonizing pantomime of drowning on dry land.

The two mages fared worse. The sudden loss of oxygen severed their concentration. The unstable mana they had been gathering in their hands violently misfired, backfiring into their own neural pathways. One of them collapsed, his body convulsing in a rapid, uncontrollable seizure. The other simply dropped, staring blankly at the sky as his brain was starved of oxygen.

They were completely helpless. They were dying. But suffocation took too long. It was inefficient.

"Mio," I said, my gaze sweeping over the gasping, thrashing bodies. "Clear them."

Mio moved with a terrifying, fluid grace.

She moved into the group without a single wasted motion. She did not roar. She did not display any anger. She simply executed the command with mechanical, terrifying precision.

She stepped behind the first gasping archer. Ruby's silver dagger flashed in the firelight. A single, horizontal line appeared across the man's throat. Blood sprayed outward, mixing with the ash as he slumped forward.

She moved to the next. Slice. Another body fell.

Slice. Slice. Slice.

It took her less than four seconds to slit the throats of all six archers. She moved with a fluid, unbroken rhythm, a dance of pure extermination. She reached the convulsing mage and drove the dagger cleanly into the base of his skull, severing the brain stem. The seizure stopped instantly. She stepped over to the last mage and casually opened his carotid artery.

Eight men. Dead. Not a single spell cast. Not a single arrow fired.

I watched the blood pool on the cobblestones. I felt nothing. No satisfaction. No disgust. The obstacle had been removed. The path was clear.

Target data updated. Twelve hostile entities approaching from the western alley.

"Move," I commanded.

We left the pile of corpses and continued our march deeper into the residential district. The sounds of our slaughter had attracted attention. A heavy patrol was moving to intercept us.

I watched their approach through the walls. Twelve men. Heavy infantry. They wore thick, interlocking iron plates over chainmail. They carried heavy halberds and broadswords. They were a unit designed to break shield walls and crush resistance through sheer, overwhelming physical mass.

They turned the corner and saw us.

They stopped, their heavy boots grinding against the stone. They looked at the unarmed man in the blood-stained healer's coat, and the beast-girl beside him—her left arm trembling with every breath, yet refusing to drop either of her dripping daggers.

"It's him!" the squad leader barked, his voice muffled behind a heavy iron visor. "The Tamer! Garm wants him alive, but take the legs out! Kill the demi-human!"

They lowered their weapons and charged. Twelve armored men moving in unison, an avalanche of steel and muscle designed to intimidate and destroy.

Fear is a biological response to an overwhelming physical threat. The human brain calculates the incoming mass, the velocity, and the hardness of the steel, and concludes that survival is statistically improbable.

My brain no longer performed those calculations. The cold logic of 【Mental Severance】 provided a different answer.

Target selection: Twelve human skeletal systems.

Focus: Appendicular skeleton. Lower extremities. Femur.

Objective: Complete locomotive failure.

Iron armor was designed to deflect blades and distribute the kinetic impact of blunt weapons. It was an external defense system. It was completely useless against an attack that originated from the inside.

I did not raise a hand. I simply projected my will, carrying a highly concentrated pulse of kinetic mana directly into the anatomical structure of their legs.

I isolated the exact center point of the left and right femurs for all twelve charging men. The femur is the thickest, strongest bone in the human body. It requires massive, catastrophic force to break.

I applied exactly that force. Simultaneously.

Execute structural failure.

The charge ended not with a clash of steel, but with a synchronized, deafening chorus of wet, snapping crunches.

The sound of two dozen thick human bones shattering at the exact same millisecond echoed through the burning street like a volley of musket fire.

The heavy infantry did not slow down. They simply collapsed mid-stride. Their legs folded beneath them at unnatural, horrifying angles. The forward momentum of their charge threw them face-first into the cobblestones.

The sudden, catastrophic pain bypassed their discipline completely. The street erupted into a chaotic symphony of agonizing, high-pitched screams. Men who had spent their lives butchering others were suddenly reduced to thrashing, weeping children, clawing at the dirt, their armored legs twisted like broken insect limbs.

"My legs! Fucking gods, my legs!"

"I can't move! What did he do?!"

I walked into the center of the writhing pile of armored bodies.

One of the mercenaries, his face pale and slick with a sudden, cold sweat, tried to drag himself away using his elbows. His broken legs dragged uselessly behind him, the jagged shards of his shattered femurs tearing through muscle and skin from the inside out, leaking dark blood onto the stone.

He looked up at me. His eyes were wide, dilated with a level of pain and terror he had never experienced.

"What... what are you?" he gasped, spitting blood. "You're no healer. You're a fucking demon!"

He reached for the dagger on his belt. His hand was shaking violently.

I didn't stop to look at him. I simply stepped squarely onto his armored wrist. The iron gauntlet groaned, then crumpled under the impossibly dense, concentrated gravity I applied to the sole of my boot. His wrist bones shattered into powder.

He screamed again, a high, reedy sound that tore his vocal cords.

"Mio," I said, my voice cutting cleanly through the agonizing wails of the crippled unit.

"Here," she answered, stepping out from behind me.

"Dismantle."

Mio descended upon the broken men. They could not run. They could barely fight back, overwhelmed by the systemic shock of their shattered lower bodies. They were nothing more than meat waiting for the butcher.

She did not use magic. She used the daggers.

She drove the silver blades through the eye slits of their helmets. She slipped the steel between the joints of their armor, severing the axillary arteries under their arms. She moved from man to man, a relentless, mechanical harvester of life.

The screams began to cut out, one by one, replaced by the wet, gurgling sounds of men drowning in their own blood.

I continued walking.

The psychological profile of a mercenary army is built on the foundation of superior force. They fight for coin, sustained by the belief that they are the predators and the enemy is the prey. When that dynamic is violently inverted—when they are confronted with a force that effortlessly, casually breaks them—their cohesion shatters.

The Crimson Fang were breaking.

Through the Divine Eye, I watched the red dots of their heartbeats scattered across the residential district. They were no longer moving in coordinated hunting packs. They were stopping. They were turning around.

The silence that followed our slaughter was louder than the screams. It was a terrifying, unnatural vacuum.

A group of twenty men had barricaded themselves inside the ruins of the main storehouse. They had seen what happened to the heavy infantry. Through the stone walls, my 【Divine Eye Appraisal】 read the biological signatures radiating from the building.

Heart rates: 150 BPM and climbing.

Respiration: Rapid, shallow.

Adrenaline levels: Toxic.

They were experiencing absolute terror.

We approached the front of the storehouse. The heavy oak doors were barred from the inside.

"He's coming! The demon is coming!" a voice shrieked from within.

"Mages! Cast! Bring the whole fucking building down on him!" the commander yelled, his voice cracking with panic.

I scanned the interior. Three mages were positioned in the back, drawing massive amounts of thermal mana. They were preparing a localized firestorm. A suicide tactic. They were so terrified of what I would do to them that they preferred to burn themselves alive just to ensure I died with them.

It was a logical, if desperate, calculation. But it relied on the assumption that I would allow them to cast.

I raised my right hand, pointing my index finger at the heavy oak doors.

Target selection: Unstable thermal mana signatures.

Objective: Mana circuit disruption.

I didn't need to break down the door. I didn't need to fight my way inside. Magic requires a stable internal circuit within the human body to channel the energy before it is released.

I bypassed the physical barrier of the building and reached directly into the bodies of the three mages.

I found the dense, burning cores of thermal mana they had gathered in their chests. And I simply compressed it.

I crushed their mana circuits from the outside in.

Execute internal detonation.

Three muffled, heavy explosions detonated inside the storehouse.

The structure of the building shuddered. The heavy oak doors blew outward, splintering into burning shrapnel. A wave of superheated air and atomized blood washed over the street.

The mages had exploded from the inside out, their own compressed fire magic turning their bodies into organic bombs.

The blast tore through the remaining mercenaries packed inside the barricade. The shockwave ruptured their eardrums and pulverized their internal organs.

When the smoke cleared, the interior of the storehouse was painted a slick, glistening red. The surviving mercenaries were deaf, bleeding from their eyes and noses, crawling blindly through the burning wreckage of their comrades.

I walked through the shattered doorway, the fires licking uselessly at the invisible barrier protecting my clothes.

Mio followed, her boots leaving bloody footprints on the floor.

One of the survivors, a young, fresh-faced recruit who had likely joined the mercenaries for easy coin, looked up at us. His face was a mask of soot and gore. His left arm was missing below the elbow, the stump cauterized by the blast.

"Please," the young man whimpered, his voice barely audible over the ringing in his own ears. "Please. I surrender. I'll leave. I'll never come back."

He pressed his forehead to the bloody floor, weeping uncontrollably.

A healer would have accepted the surrender. A defender would have shown mercy to a defeated, crippled enemy.

The Tyrant recognized only two states of being. Absolute loyalty, or absolute eradication.

"Your surrender is logically irrelevant," I stated. My voice was calm. It was the sound of a falling blade.

I looked at Mio.

She stepped forward. She didn't look at the boy's face. She didn't acknowledge his tears. She grabbed him by the hair, yanked his head back, and drew the dagger across his throat in one smooth, practiced motion.

The boy collapsed, his life spilling out onto the floor.

Sector cleared.

I turned my back on the carnage. The residential district was silent, save for the crackle of the fires.

The Divine Eye updated the tactical map. The remaining Crimson Fang forces in the outer rings had completely abandoned their positions. They were routing. The sheer, incomprehensible brutality of our advance had broken their morale entirely. They were running toward the center of the city, falling back to the command tent. Falling back to Garm.

They thought they would find safety in numbers. They thought their leader could protect them.

They were merely grouping themselves together for a more efficient slaughter.

"They are running," Mio whispered. It was the first time she had spoken without being prompted. Her voice was hollow, but underneath the void, I felt a dark, violent hunger stirring. The beast within her demanded more blood to soothe the aching hole where her sister had been.

"Let them run," I replied, stepping back out into the burning street. "Fear is a highly contagious plague. Let them carry it back to their leader. Let them infect the rest of the army."

I reached into my pocket. My fingers brushed against the small, jagged red crystal. It was still warm.

【Mental Severance】 kept the agony at bay. It kept the grief locked in a lightless box in the center of my mind. But I knew it was there. And I knew exactly how I was going to pay the Crimson Fang for putting it there.

"Come, Mio," I commanded, my eyes locked on the massive, ostentatious tent erected in the center of my ruined city. "The anatomical study is complete. It is time to dissect the head."

We walked toward the center, two silent shadows moving through the ashes of the world I used to believe in, leaving nothing but a trail of perfectly, clinically butchered corpses in our wake.


Chapter 15: The Fallen Saint's Devotion

The eastern thoroughfare was a canyon of fire and shattered stone.

The buildings on either side had collapsed inward, creating a treacherous valley of burning timber and jagged masonry. The air was thick with the stench of roasted marrow and scorched iron.

Through my 【Divine Eye Appraisal】, the battlefield was a simple, mathematically organized grid. I tracked the fading heat signatures of the dying. I tracked the frantic, elevated heart rates of the surviving Crimson Fang mercenaries.

And in the center of the carnage, I tracked a supernova of violet mana.

Isolde.

Mio and I walked through the smoke, our boots crunching softly over charred bone. We did not run. There was no need to hurry. The panic was entirely theirs.

We crested a massive pile of rubble that had once been a watchtower. From this vantage point, the eastern defense line lay bare before us.

It was no longer a defensive line. It was an abattoir.

Thirty heavily armored mercenaries were trapped in a dead end, backed against the sheer rock face of the valley wall. They held their shields up, their spears thrust forward in a desperate, trembling phalanx.

A single woman stood between them and the rest of my burning city.

Isolde was a terrifying vision. Her pristine white plate armor was painted in abstract, chaotic strokes of crimson and brown. She held her massive greatsword in both hands, the steel humming with the holy fire she had once used to purge monsters in the name of a false saint.

Now, she used it to butcher men.

She stepped forward, her heavy sabatons ringing against the cobblestones. She swung the greatsword in a wide, horizontal arc.

The blade sheared through three wooden shields, biting deeply into the iron breastplates of the men behind them. The impact lifted them off their feet, throwing them backward into their comrades. Blood sprayed in a wide fan, hissing as it hit the glowing steel of her sword.

"Hold the line!" the mercenary captain screamed, his voice cracking. "She's just one woman! Surround her!"

They tried. Five men broke from the phalanx, rushing her flanks.

Isolde moved with a speed that defied the weight of her armor. She reversed her grip, driving the pommel of her sword into the face of the first man, crushing his visor and his skull simultaneously. She spun, bringing the blade around in a tight, upward diagonal cut that bisected the second man from his hip to his collarbone.

Intestines and blood spilled out onto the ash-covered street.

But as she raised her sword to strike the third, she hesitated.

It was a microscopic pause. A fraction of a second. The mercenary had dropped his weapon, falling to his knees, his hands raised in desperate surrender. He was weeping, begging for his life in the name of the Goddess.

The old Isolde—the Knight Commander, the Saint of the Holy Order—heard that plea. Her ingrained morality, the heavy chains of her past life, snagged on her conscience.

I felt it through our psychic bond. A flicker of pity. A momentary lapse in her lethal momentum.

It was a fatal error on a battlefield.

The two remaining flankers saw the hesitation. They lunged, their spears aimed at the unarmored joints behind her knees.

I did not shout. I did not move to physically intercept.

I simply projected my will.

【Mental Severance】 allowed me to bypass the chaotic noise of the battlefield and strike directly at the core of my pack. I pushed the absolute, freezing void of my consciousness straight down our telepathic link.

There are no men here, my Knight, I transmitted, my mental voice a shard of glacial ice. There is only meat. Harvest it.

The effect was instantaneous.

Isolde stiffened. Her violet eyes, visible through the slit of her visor, dilated massively until they were almost entirely black. She drank in the coldness of my aura, absorbing my absolute lack of mercy.

The chains of her past shattered. The Saint died, completely and permanently.

Only my monster remained.

The hesitation vanished. Isolde did not parry the incoming spears. She simply ignored them, letting the glancing blows scratch harmlessly against her plate.

She stepped directly into the weeping, surrendering man. Her heavy steel boot crushed his kneecap. As he screamed, she grabbed him by the throat with her free hand, lifting his armored bulk entirely off the ground.

She turned, using his struggling body as a shield to catch the thrust of his comrades' spears. The blades pierced their own man's back, bursting through his chest.

Isolde dropped the dying meat shield and swung her greatsword in a brutal, two-handed downward chop. The blade cleaved through the skulls and torsos of both attackers simultaneously, pinning their ruined bodies to the cobblestones.

She stood up, her armor completely slick with gore.

She turned her gaze to the remaining twenty mercenaries huddled against the cliff face. They were paralyzed by the sheer, inhuman brutality they had just witnessed.

Isolde let out a sound that was not human. It was a guttural, vibrating roar that resonated with the dark, necrotic energy of a true Dullahan.

She charged.

It was no longer a battle. It was a harvest. She waded into the phalanx, her greatsword rising and falling like a mechanical piston. Limbs were severed. Heads rolled across the ash. Torsos were split open, spilling their steaming contents onto the cold stone.

Mio and I stood on the rubble and watched.

We watched until the screaming stopped. We watched until the twenty men were reduced to a pile of dismembered, twitching biology.

Isolde stood in the center of the carnage. Her chest heaved beneath her blood-soaked breastplate. The holy fire on her sword flickered and died, leaving only the dark, metallic sheen of the steel.

She turned slowly, her black-violet eyes locking onto me.

She dropped her greatsword. It clattered against the stone, forgotten.

She began to walk toward the rubble where I stood. Her steps were heavy, deliberate.

Master, her voice echoed in my mind. It was completely stripped of its usual aristocratic composure. It was breathless, wet, and heavy with a dark, violent intoxication. Your will. It is so cold. It burns.

I stepped down from the rubble, walking to meet her in the center of the slaughtered mercenaries. Mio stayed behind, a silent shadow watching our flank.

Isolde stopped two feet away from me. The smell of fresh blood, sweat, and ozone rolled off her in waves.

She reached up with both gauntleted hands. She unlatched her helmet, tossing it carelessly aside. It rolled into a puddle of gore.

Her beautiful face was splattered with red. Her blonde hair clung to her forehead with sweat. Her eyes were feral, wide and unblinking, reflecting the orange glow of the burning city.

She reached for her neck. Her fingers found the clasps of her heavy steel gorget. She unfastened it, pulling the protective collar away.

Below her jawline, a thin, pulsating line of violet magical flame separated her head from her shoulders.

She grabbed her own hair with her left hand. With a smooth, practiced motion, she lifted her head entirely off her neck.

The headless torso stood perfectly still before me. The neck stump glowed with that eerie, beautiful purple fire.

She cradled her severed head in the crook of her right arm. The head looked up at me, the lips parting, the tongue darting out to lick a drop of blood from her own cheek.

"I killed them all," the head whispered, her voice husky and trembling with raw need. "I burned the Saint. I am empty, Ethan. Fill me with your coldness. Claim your weapon."

The sheer, visceral obscenity of the Dullahan biology, combined with the absolute carnage surrounding us, triggered a massive spike in my core temperature.

【Mental Severance】 kept my mind perfectly logical, completely detached from fear or morality. But it did not suppress my biological imperatives. It weaponized them.

The dominant urge to breed, to conquer, to utterly own the monster standing before me overrode everything else.

"Kneel," I commanded.

Isolde's headless torso instantly dropped to its knees, splashing into the shallow pool of blood at my feet.

Her right arm lifted her severed head, placing it carefully atop a waist-high, shattered stone pillar right beside us. She positioned the head so it was directly facing me, at perfect eye level.

The torso’s left hand reached for my waist. Her metal gauntlets were clumsy, so she ripped them off, discarding the expensive steel into the dirt.

Her bare hands, pale and stained with red, fumbled with the buckle of my trousers. She shoved the fabric down, freeing my cock. It was already rock hard, aching with the heavy, pressurized density of the mana I had stripped from the enemy mages.

The head on the pedestal let out a sharp, ragged gasp as I sprang free. Her violet eyes widened, tracking every twitch, every throb of my erection.

"Yes," the head moaned, her lips parting. "So hard. So angry."

The headless body did not hesitate. It leaned forward, grabbing my hips. It pressed its face—the flat, glowing stump of its neck—directly against my stomach, rubbing the warm, magical flame over my skin.

Then, the body reached for the clasps of its own armor.

With frantic, tearing motions, it unbuckled the heavy iron tassets and the faulds protecting her hips. The armor clattered to the ground, leaving her lower half exposed. She wore only thin, black silk undergarments, already soaked through with sweat and battle-grime.

The body hooked its thumbs into the silk and tore it away.

Her thighs were thick, muscular, and incredibly pale. Between them, her core was a slick, dripping mess of heavy arousal.

"Stand up," I ordered.

The torso obeyed instantly, rising back to its feet. Without the lower armor, the contrast between the heavy steel breastplate and her naked, vulnerable lower half was intensely stimulating.

I stepped forward, closing the distance. I grabbed the cold steel of her breastplate, pulling her flush against me. Meat slapped against metal.

I didn't bother with preparation. The battle, the blood, the absolute domination of my aura had done the work for me.

I gripped her thick thighs, lifting her slightly, and drove myself upward.

I buried myself to the hilt in one brutal, uninterrupted thrust.

The head on the stone pillar screamed.

It was a piercing, echoing shriek of absolute ecstasy that cut through the crackle of the surrounding fires.

The headless torso shuddered violently against me. Her internal muscles clamped down around my shaft with a vice-like grip, scalding hot and impossibly wet.

I slammed her back against the rough, ruined wall of a collapsed storefront. The impact rattled the remaining armor on her chest.

I pulled almost completely out, feeling the suction of her tight walls, and slammed back in.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

The sound of my hips colliding with her pale thighs echoed in the narrow space, mixing with the sickening squelch of our frantic mating.

"Oh gods... Ethan!" the severed head wailed, her eyes rolling back in her skull. "Deeper! Break me! Ruin the Knight!"

The disconnect was mesmerizing. I was pounding into a headless body that reacted with pure, instinctual twitches to my thrusts, her hands clawing desperately at the stone wall behind her for purchase.

And inches away, her severed head was experiencing every single fraction of the sensation, vocalizing the pleasure her body could not.

I reached out with my left hand and grabbed the severed head by its blonde hair.

I didn't lift it entirely off the stone, but I tilted it back, exposing her throat.

"Open," I commanded.

Isolde's mouth opened wide. I thrust two of my fingers deep past her lips, pushing down onto her tongue.

She sucked them instantly. She drew my fingers into her throat, bobbing her head against my hand in a desperate, phantom blowjob that synchronized perfectly with the rhythm of my hips plunging into her actual body.

"You aren't a holy warrior anymore," I growled, my voice low, matching the relentless, driving pace of my thrusts.

I slammed into her core, feeling her cervix yield against the head of my cock.

"You are a butcher," I said, my thumb pressing hard against the cheek of the severed head. "You are my monster. My meat grinder."

The headless torso whimpered—a strange, vibrating hum emanating directly from the glowing neck stump. Her arms abandoned the wall, wrapping tightly around my back, her fingernails digging deep into my skin, drawing blood that mixed with the sweat on my spine.

"Yes," the head garbled around my fingers, saliva dripping down her chin to stain the stone pillar. "Your monster. Only yours. Claim the meat, Master. Breed the carnage."

The raw, unfiltered depravity of the scene fed the dark fire in my gut. This was the ultimate assertion of control. I was fucking my general in the center of a graveyard she had just created for me.

I increased the pace. I hammered into her with the brutal, mechanical efficiency of a siege engine. I didn't care about making love. I cared about ownership. I cared about stamping my absolute authority into the deepest, most biological layers of her existence.

Her internal temperature skyrocketed. The friction was agonizingly good. The tight, ribbed walls of her vaginal canal spasmed wildly around me, milking the length of my shaft with every violent thrust.

"Ethan! Ethan!" the head shrieked, her jaw clamping down hard on my fingers. Her violet eyes snapped wide, staring blindly at the smoke-filled sky as the climax hit her.

The headless torso went rigid against the wall. Her powerful legs locked around my waist, lifting herself off the ground, entirely suspended by my impalement.

The glowing purple flame on her neck stump flared brilliantly, shooting sparks into the air.

Her orgasm was a physical shockwave. Her internal muscles convulsed with suffocating force, squeezing me so hard it bordered on actual pain.

The feedback loop triggered.

Isolde's dark, combat-fueled mana surged into me through the connection, hitting my core like a bolt of lightning.

The pressure in my groin hit critical mass. The cold, logical barrier of 【Mental Severance】 temporarily fractured under the sheer, overwhelming biological overload.

I let out a low, feral growl. I gripped her heavy steel breastplate with my right hand, pulling her tight against my pelvis, and emptied myself into her.

I fired wave after wave of boiling hot, mana-infused seed deep into her womb.

The headless body violently shuddered with every pulse of my climax, absorbing my life force, drinking down the physical manifestation of my dominance.

Beside us, the severed head sobbed, tears of pure, unadulterated bliss tracking through the blood on her cheeks. She kissed my fingers, her tongue swirling frantically over my knuckles as she tasted her own surrogate climax.

We stayed pinned against the ruined wall for a long, heavy minute.

My breathing was harsh, ragged. My chest heaved against the cold steel of her armor.

The headless torso slowly relaxed. Her legs unhooked from my waist, dropping back down to the ash-covered cobblestones. She sagged against the wall, utterly spent, her internal muscles still weakly twitching around my softening cock.

I pulled my fingers from the mouth of the severed head.

I stepped back. The separation was a wet, heavy sound.

My seed, mixed with her own heavy arousal, dripped down the inside of her pale thighs, pooling on the dark stone.

I buttoned my trousers. I felt no post-coital softness. The surge of her mana had refilled my reserves, sharpening the cold, analytical edge of my mind once again.

I looked at the severed head.

"Armor up," I commanded.

The head blinked, her violet eyes slowly focusing. "Yes, my King."

The headless torso immediately pushed off the wall. It moved with mechanical precision, picking up the discarded tassets and faulds from the mud. It wiped the worst of the gore off the steel and quickly buckled them back into place, covering her thoroughly used lower half.

Then, the body stepped over to the stone pillar.

It reached out, picking up its own head by the hair and the jawline. It lifted the head and placed it firmly back down onto the glowing purple stump of its neck.

The violet fire flared once, sealing the flesh and bone together.

Isolde rotated her neck, a loud crack echoing in the quiet street as the vertebrae aligned.

She reached down and retrieved her heavy helmet, locking it into place. She picked up her massive, blood-stained greatsword.

When she turned back to me, the vulnerable, desperate woman was gone. The Knight Commander of the apocalypse had returned. But the devotion radiating from her was heavier, darker, and absolutely unbreakable.

I looked past her, toward the center of the city.

The fires were burning higher now, illuminating the massive silhouette of the Crimson Fang's command tent in the central plaza.

"The hunt is not over," I said, drawing my own sword. The blade hummed, reacting to the fresh, violent mana coursing through my veins.

"No, Master," Isolde agreed, her voice muffled and terrifying behind the iron visor. She fell into step beside me, her greatsword resting easily on her armored shoulder.

Mio emerged from the shadows of the rubble, her daggers dripping, her face an impassive mask of murder.

We left the canyon of corpses behind us, marching straight toward the heart of the enemy camp. The massive silhouette of the command tent loomed in the dancing firelight ahead. It was time to collect the Guildmaster's head.


Chapter 16: The Silent Abyss

Panic is a highly predictable fluid dynamic.

When a biological organism is confronted with a predatory force that drastically exceeds its capacity for comprehension or defense, the higher cognitive functions simply shut down. The complex, disciplined structure of a mercenary army dissolves, reverting to the most basic algorithmic imperative programmed into living meat.

Run away from the apex predator.

I stood at the edge of the burning market square, the blood of the heavy infantry squad rapidly cooling on the cobblestones at my feet. Through the lens of my 【Divine Eye Appraisal】, I watched the Crimson Fang army break.

The organized, red heat signatures that had breached our walls were fracturing. They scattered like a dropped handful of marbles, abandoning their formations, dropping their heavy tower shields, and trampling their own wounded in a desperate, singular bid for survival.

They were retreating from the center of Aethelgard, pouring back out through the shattered gaps in the northern and eastern palisades. They sought the cover of the dense, sprawling forest beyond the tree line.

They believed the darkness of the woods offered sanctuary from the white-hot, clinical slaughter they had just witnessed.

They were fatally incorrect.

"They are routing," Isolde said. She stepped up beside me, her greatsword resting easily on her pauldron. The violet magical fire of her severed neck cast a dark, beautiful glow from beneath the seams of her heavy helmet. "Should we pursue, Master?"

"We are already pursuing them," I replied. My voice was a flat, metallic transmission, entirely devoid of the adrenaline or exhaustion that should have accompanied a siege.

Under the absolute control of 【Mental Severance】, my breathing was slow and perfectly metered. My heart rate rested at a calm sixty beats per minute.

"A physical chase is inefficient," I continued, projecting my tactical awareness into the minds of my two vanguards. "Let them expend their remaining stamina in flight. We will merely herd them."

I reached out with my mana, shaping it into a massive, invisible wedge. I did not strike the fleeing mercenaries directly. Instead, I detonated highly compressed pockets of kinetic energy in the air behind them, creating concussive shockwaves that cracked like artillery fire.

Mio moved to the eastern flank, her daggers flashing as she effortlessly butchered any straggler who attempted to break away from the main herd. Isolde marched on the western edge, a towering, unstoppable golem of white steel and blood, her mere presence driving the terrified men further north.

We funneled them. We directed the chaotic, panicked current of their retreat precisely where I wanted it to go.

Over five hundred men poured out of the burning city, crashing blindly into the northern woods. They pushed through the underbrush, their heavy boots snapping twigs and churning the damp earth into mud.

I did not immediately follow them into the trees. I stood at the edge of the tree line and observed.

"Target group has entered the designated sector," I noted.

The forest before us was completely black, untouched by the fires consuming the settlement. But through my enhanced perception, it was not empty.

It was a masterpiece of biological engineering.

Earlier in the evening, Lilith had complained that her defensive webs over the city had been burned. What she had not mentioned was that while we were fighting in the streets, she had silently, methodically relocated her primary domain.

She had woven a massive, three-dimensional labyrinth of razor-silk and adhesive webbing through the canopy and underbrush of the northern woods.

It was an invisible, suspended graveyard waiting for occupants.

The mercenaries rushed into the darkness, guided by the desperate orders of their surviving captains.

"Keep moving!" a heavy-set man in scorched chainmail bellowed, shoving his men forward through a dense thicket of ferns. "Don't stop until we reach the river! The Tamer can't track us all in the dark!"

They pushed deeper. Fifty yards. A hundred yards.

The ambient noise of the forest began to change. Or rather, it ceased to exist.

There was no sound of wind rustling the leaves. There were no nocturnal insects chirping. There was no hoot of an owl or the scurry of small prey.

The woods were a vacuum. A silent abyss.

The only sounds were the ragged, desperate panting of five hundred exhausted men, and the heavy clanking of their armor.

Then, the vanguard stopped.

"Move up!" the captain yelled, pushing against the man in front of him. "Why are we stopping?"

"I... I can't," the soldier stammered. His voice was laced with a sudden, confusing terror. He pulled at his leg, but his heavy iron boot did not leave the ground. "I'm stuck. The mud is..."

It wasn't mud.

I watched the biological heat signatures through the trees. The trap had engaged.

The forest floor was completely carpeted in a thick, transparent layer of Lilith's industrial-grade adhesive silk. The mercenaries had blindly charged right into the center of a massive glue trap designed to catch beasts ten times their size.

Panic rippled backward through the ranks.

Men tried to turn around, tried to step back, but their boots were instantly cemented to the earth. Those who lost their balance and fell forward found their hands, their knees, and their faces irrevocably glued to the forest floor.

"It's a trap!" someone screamed. "Cut it! Cut the roots!"

A soldier drew his broadsword and swung it violently at the ground, attempting to sever the invisible bonds holding his comrade.

The steel blade bit into the adhesive webbing. It did not cut. The silk immediately bonded to the metal on a molecular level. When the soldier tried to pull his sword back, the weapon was ripped from his grasp, permanently anchored to the earth.

"What is this shit?!" the captain roared, drawing a torch from his belt and striking a flint.

The spark caught. The torch flared, casting a dancing, orange light into the silent woods.

The illumination revealed the true, horrifying scale of their predicament.

They were not just stuck to the ground.

The air all around them, stretching high into the massive branches of the ancient oak trees, was filled with millions of glistening, translucent threads. They had walked into a cathedral of silk.

"Don't move," a voice whispered from the darkness above.

It was a woman's voice. Husky, resonant, and dripping with a dark, predatory amusement. It echoed from all directions at once, bouncing off the dense acoustic dampening of the webs.

"The more you struggle, little flies, the tighter the snare becomes."

The mercenaries froze. Five hundred heavily armed men stood completely paralyzed in the dark, their eyes darting frantically toward the canopy.

"Show yourself!" the captain bellowed, raising his torch high. "Archers! Aim for the trees!"

The few archers who were not glued to the floor raised their crossbows.

Thwip. Thwip. Thwip.

A dozen incredibly fast, barely audible sounds cut through the air.

Thick, white cables of silk shot down from the absolute darkness of the upper branches. They did not miss.

The cables slammed into the chests of the archers and the captain. The adhesive expanded instantly upon impact, bonding with their armor and flesh.

Before they could even scream, the lines retracted.

The men were violently jerked off their feet. They were hoisted forty feet into the air in a fraction of a second, disappearing into the thick, dark canopy above.

The sound of their ascent was a terrifying rush of wind, followed by a heavy, muffled thump as they were slammed into the upper branches.

The remaining mercenaries erupted into absolute hysteria.

They thrashed against the floor webs. They abandoned their weapons, trying to tear their boots off with their bare hands. Men began climbing over each other, stepping on the faces and backs of their fallen comrades in a mindless, feral panic to escape the sticky floor.

It was a buffet of pure chaos.

High above, bathed in the faint moonlight filtering through the leaves, Lilith revealed herself.

She did not lower herself slowly. She dropped like an executioner's blade.

She hung suspended upside down by a single, thick cable of silk, halting her descent exactly ten feet above the mass of struggling men.

Her human torso was pristine, her pale skin glowing in the torchlight. She wore a newly spun corset of sheer, black spider-silk that pushed her breasts up into a magnificent, alluring display. Her midnight hair cascaded downward, defying gravity as it brushed the tops of the mercenaries' helmets.

But below her waist, the nightmare reigned.

Her massive, black chitinous abdomen swelled in the darkness. Her eight gargantuan, segmented legs twitched and clicked with a mesmerizing, mechanical rhythm.

She looked down at the sea of terrified faces staring up at her.

"You burned my home," Lilith purred. Her red eyes, the color of old, spilled wine, dilated with an intoxicating mix of rage and lust. "You crushed my children's nests. You brought fire into my parlor."

She reached out with a delicate human hand and gently stroked the face of a mercenary who had been hoisted up beside her. He was wrapped in a tight cocoon of white silk, only his head exposed. He was weeping.

"Did you really think," she whispered, her fangs elongating past her lips, "that you were the apex predators in this valley?"

She leaned forward. She did not kiss the trapped man. She unhinged her jaw slightly, revealing the hollow, venom-dripping mandibles hidden behind her human teeth.

She sank her fangs deep into the soft, exposed flesh of the mercenary's neck.

The man let out a gargling, muffled shriek. His body convulsed violently within the tight confines of his silk cocoon.

Lilith did not drink his blood. She pumped him full of her highly concentrated, necrotic digestive enzymes.

I watched the chemical reaction through my system interface.

[Target Analysis: Human Male.]

[Toxin Introduced: Arachne Necrotic Enzyme (High Concentration).]

[Effect: Rapid cellular dissolution. Tissue liquefaction initiated.]

The mercenary's skin immediately turned a sickly, mottled grey. His veins bulged, turning black as the venom raced through his circulatory system.

The poison was designed to dissolve a victim from the inside out, turning their internal organs, their muscles, and their fat into a nutrient-rich slurry that a spider could effortlessly suck out.

But Lilith did not suck it out. She pulled her fangs free, leaving two gaping, smoking puncture wounds in the man's neck.

She let him hang there, fully conscious, as his own body melted beneath his armor. The agony was beyond human measurement. His screams devolved into wet, bubbling gasps as his vocal cords dissolved.

Lilith looked down at the remaining men on the forest floor. She licked the venom and blood from her lips, a look of pure, sadistic euphoria washing over her beautiful human face.

"Who is next?" she asked.

It was a massacre.

Lilith moved through the canopy like a dancer. She dropped thick nets of silk, capturing groups of five, ten, twenty men at a time, hoisting them into the air like struggling fish.

She bound them. She gagged them. And she bit them.

She moved from cocoon to cocoon, delivering the necrotic payload with horrifying efficiency.

The silent abyss of the forest was transformed into a grotesque gallery of melting, hanging corpses. The air grew thick with the sickly-sweet, putrid stench of rapidly decomposing biology.

I walked into the tree line.

I did not stick to the floor. As my boot touched the adhesive webbing, a microscopic pulse of Lilith's mana recognized my signature. The silk instantly deactivated its bonding properties, turning as slick and harmless as glass beneath my feet.

I walked casually through the agonizing, thrashing mass of dying mercenaries.

I did not draw my sword. There was no need. They were already dead; their brains simply hadn't processed the dissolution of their vital organs yet.

I looked up into the canopy.

Lilith was suspended directly above the center of the path, her eight legs resting delicately on a massive, wheel-shaped web that stretched between four ancient oaks.

Dozens of human cocoons hung around her like grotesque, dripping ornaments.

She saw me.

Instantly, the sadistic, terrifying monster vanished. She dropped from the web, landing softly on the ground a few feet in front of me.

She lowered her massive abdomen, bowing her human torso low until her forehead nearly touched the silk-covered earth.

"My King," she breathed, her voice entirely stripped of its mocking cruelty. It was thick with absolute, unquestioning devotion.

I stepped forward. I did not look at the melting men hanging above us. I looked only at her.

Her pale skin was splattered with the black, dissolved blood of her victims. Her chest heaved with exertion. The intense, violent expenditure of her mana had left her glowing with a dark, intoxicating aura.

I could feel the feedback loop humming between us. Every life she snuffed out, every agonizing pulse of terror she inflicted on the men who had burned our city, fed a stream of dark, potent energy directly into my core.

She was a machine of perfect, biological eradication.

I reached out. I trailed my knuckles down her cheek, wiping a smear of dark blood away from her porcelain skin.

She shivered under my touch. She leaned her head into my palm, letting out a low, vibrating purr that resonated deep within her chitinous thorax.

"You have been busy," I stated. My voice remained flat, an absolute zero that perfectly counterbalanced her frenzied heat.

"They tried to run, Master," she whispered, looking up at me through her dark lashes. Her red eyes were wide, seeking my validation. "I told them the forest was closed. Did I do well?"

I activated the 【Divine Eye】. I scanned the perimeter of her trap domain.

Five hundred and twelve hostile biological signatures had entered the woods.

Zero remained active.

Four hundred and ninety men were currently in the final stages of cellular liquefaction, suspended in the canopy. The remaining twenty-two had died of sheer, systemic shock on the forest floor before she even reached them.

"Maximum efficiency achieved," I noted, processing the data without a flicker of emotion.

I looked at the dripping, groaning cocoons surrounding us. The ground beneath them was slick with the biological runoff of the Crimson Fang vanguard.

"They burned our soil," I said, my gaze returning to Lilith's expectant face. "They turned our gardens to ash."

I traced my thumb over her soft, venom-stained lips.

"You have provided excellent fertilizer for the replanting."

Lilith let out a sharp, breathless gasp. The clinical, dark affirmation of her monstrous nature hit her harder than any physical caress.

Her spider legs twitched, digging deep gouges into the dirt beneath the webs. She grabbed my wrist with both of her human hands, pressing my palm tightly against her cheek.

"I will catch them all for you," she vowed, her voice trembling with an obsessive, terrifying love. "I will spin a web so large it covers the world. I will melt the flesh of every man who dares to look at you with defiance."

"There is only one man left who requires our immediate attention," I said, pulling my hand gently but firmly from her grasp.

I turned back toward the burning settlement.

Beyond the tree line, the massive, ostentatious command tent still stood in the center of the ruined plaza. The remaining mercenary forces—the ones who had not fled into the woods, the ones who were too terrified of their Guildmaster to route—were retreating toward it, forming a final, desperate ring of steel.

Garm was waiting.

"Clean your mandibles, Lilith," I commanded.

I stepped out of the web domain and back onto the ash-covered cobblestones, my boots pointed dead center toward the Guildmaster's tent.


Chapter 17: Shattering the Black Iron

The center of Aethelgard was a monument to ash.

The plaza, once paved with smooth, pale stones imported from the western quarries, was completely unrecognizable. It was a blackened, cratered expanse of fused glass and smoldering debris. The air above it rippled with heat distortion, carrying the heavy, suffocating stench of roasted meat and evaporated alchemy.

At the far end of this desolate expanse stood the command tent of the Crimson Fang. It was a massive, ostentatious pavilion of red silk and black iron spikes, entirely untouched by the surrounding devastation. It was a deliberate insult. A statement of untouchable authority.

Surrounding the tent was the final, desperate remnant of Garm's army.

Through the lens of my 【Divine Eye Appraisal】, I counted exactly fifty hostile biological signatures. They were not the routed, terrified conscripts we had butchered in the streets and the forest. These were the elite core. The absolute apex of the mercenary food chain.

They stood in a perfect, unyielding half-circle, their heavy tower shields locked together to form an impenetrable wall of steel.

And standing ten paces in front of that shield wall was their commander.

He was a mountain of a man, easily standing six and a half feet tall. He was encased entirely in pitch-black plate armor that did not reflect the light of the surrounding fires. It swallowed it.

I paused at the edge of the glass crater, Mio stopping silently at my right flank, her bloody daggers hanging loosely at her sides. Lilith remained in the shadows of a ruined archway above us, her eight legs clicking softly against the stone as she awaited my command.

I focused my perception entirely on the armored giant.

[Target Analysis: Human Male. Designation: Commander Vane.]

[Armor Composition: Refined Dwarven Null-Steel.]

[Properties: 99.8% Magic Resistance. Kinetic dampening. Thermal insulation.]

The purple, chaotic mana of the jamming field was gone, but this man projected his own localized void. The Null-Steel absorbed all ambient magic in a two-foot radius around him. Any spell cast directly at him—whether thermal, kinetic, or necrotic—would simply ground out and dissipate against the metal plates.

Vane planted his massive, two-handed halberd into the ash at his feet. The blade was as wide as a shovel and serrated along the back edge.

He lifted his dark visor, revealing a scarred, brutal face and eyes filled with arrogant, undisguised contempt.

"So, you are the Tamer," Vane's voice echoed across the silent plaza, deep and grating. "I expected a warlord. I expected a demon. Instead, I see a scrawny healer hiding behind a crippled cat and a freakish spider."

My expression did not change. The insult did not register against the glacial shield of 【Mental Severance】. Arrogance was merely a cognitive bias, a flaw in the enemy's tactical processing.

"Your magic tricks are impressive, boy," Vane continued, pulling his halberd from the ash and resting it casually across his broad shoulders. "You burned the fodder. You broke the undisciplined scum. But those parlor tricks end here. My armor drinks mana. Your fire cannot burn me. Your invisible wires cannot cut me. You have nothing left."

"Master," a deep, rumbling voice spoke from the shadows to my left.

Thora emerged from the ruins of the main avenue. The Ogre was a towering vision of primal violence. Her grey skin was coated in a thick layer of sweat, ash, and the blood of the mercenaries she had crushed at the gate. Her long white hair hung in heavy, wet strands over her face, framing eyes that burned with a deep, crimson light.

"The youths are secure in the deep vault," Thora reported, stopping beside me. She looked at Vane, her massive hands clenching into fists. "That metal... it repels the air itself. Your spells will shatter against it."

"I am aware," I stated, my voice completely devoid of inflection.

"Let me take him," Thora growled, her chest heaving. "Null-Steel protects against magic. It does not protect against an Ogre's physical mass. I will crush his chest plate into his spine."

I looked at Thora. I calculated the variables. Thora possessed overwhelming physical strength, but she was exhausted. Her mana reserves were depleted from holding the defensive line. Vane was fresh, highly trained, and wielding a weapon designed specifically to sever thick limbs. A physical confrontation between them carried a 42% probability of Thora sustaining critical, potentially fatal injuries.

That was an unacceptable margin of error.

"No," I said.

Thora blinked, her crimson eyes widening in surprise. "Master, you cannot fight him with a blade. Your physical parameters are human. His armor will shatter your sword on the first strike."

"My physical parameters are currently human," I corrected her.

I turned fully toward the Ogre.

"The tactical situation requires a physiological upgrade. I require your biological foundation, Thora. I require your density."

Thora stared at me, the confusion on her face slowly melting away as the sheer, suffocating weight of my dominance washed over her. She felt the absolute zero of the Tyrant. It did not frighten her. To an Ogre, absolute power was an intoxicating, irresistible narcotic.

Her breathing hitched. A deep, heavy flush spread across her grey chest and neck. The primal, submissive instincts buried deep in her monster blood flared to life, completely overriding her exhaustion.

"My... foundation?" she whispered, her muscular thighs trembling slightly.

"Submit your strength to me," I commanded.

I stepped into her personal space. I did not care that we were standing in the middle of a battlefield, surrounded by fifty elite mercenaries waiting for an order to charge. I did not care that Vane was watching us with narrowed, confused eyes.

I reached out and grabbed the thick leather strap of her halter, pulling her massive, seven-foot frame down toward me. She yielded instantly, dropping to her knees on the blackened glass so her face was level with my chest.

"Open your core to the bond," I said, my voice dropping to a harsh, commanding whisper that only she could hear. "I am going to extract your vitality."

Thora let out a shuddering, wet gasp. "Yes. Yes, my King. Take it. Take whatever you need."

I didn't kiss her. I didn't offer any gentle prelude. This was a battlefield requisition of resources.

I pushed my hand down the flat, muscular expanse of her stomach. The crude leather loincloth she wore had been shredded during the fighting at the gate. I tore the remaining fabric away, exposing her heavy, swollen sex.

She was incredibly wet. The adrenaline of the battle, combined with the sudden, crushing presence of my absolute authority, had pushed her biology into a state of hyper-arousal. Thick, musky lubrication coated her pale grey folds, dripping down her thighs to sizzle against the hot glass of the crater.

I did not hesitate. I drove three fingers directly into her dripping core, sinking them to the knuckles in one brutal, calculated thrust.

Thora’s back arched violently. A sound tore from her throat that was half-roar, half-sob. Her massive hands shot out, gripping my hips with bone-crushing force, holding me in place as she instantly flooded my fingers with scalding heat.

"Look at me," I ordered, twisting my hand inside her, hooking my fingers upward to strike the dense bundle of nerves buried deep within her muscular vaginal wall.

Thora’s crimson eyes snapped up to meet mine. They were glazed, completely lost in the overwhelming, sudden sensory overload.

I moved my hand with mechanical, relentless precision. I did not adapt to her rhythm; I forced her biology to adapt to mine. I pumped my fingers in and out of her tight, gripping sheath, mimicking the brutal, piston-like efficiency of a weapon.

"Flood the bond," I commanded, my thumb pressing hard against her highly sensitive clitoris, pinning it against her pubic bone. "Give me the Ogre."

"Ethan... oh gods, Master!" she wailed, her massive body shuddering uncontrollably. "It's too fast! You're breaking me open!"

"Break," I agreed softly.

I pushed my own mana down my arm, channeling it directly into her nervous system through my fingertips. I didn't use it to heal. I used it to artificially hyper-stimulate her synaptic pathways, forcing her body toward a catastrophic physical release.

The scent of her arousal grew impossibly thick, smelling of earth, iron, and raw, untamed power.

Her internal muscles clamped down around my fingers with the force of a hydraulic press. I could feel the sheer, terrifying density of her muscle fibers reacting to the stimulation. That was the power I needed.

"Give it to me," I snarled, increasing the speed and brutality of my movements, completely merciless in my extraction.

Thora let out a deafening, earth-shaking roar.

Her climax hit her with the violence of a seismic event. Her entire, massive frame locked completely rigid. Her thighs clamped around my forearm, trying to crush my wrist in her ecstasy.

Hot, thick fluid erupted from her core, soaking my hand and running down my forearm.

At the exact moment of her biological release, I activated the reverse-flow of the 【Tamer】 network.

I didn't take her mana. I took her physical attributes.

[System Override: Trait Extraction Initiated.]

[Target: Thora (Ogre).]

[Attribute Acquired: Ogre Bone Density (Temporary).]

[Attribute Acquired: Ogre Muscle Hyper-Trophy (Temporary).]

[Status Update: Physical Strength Parameter elevated to Rank: S+.]

The transfer was agonizing.

A wave of pure, physical mass slammed into my human physiology. I felt my own bones crack and instantly calcify, expanding in microscopic increments to accommodate the impossible density. My muscle fibers tore and re-knit in a fraction of a second, flooding with a dark, heavy power that felt like liquid lead pumping through my veins.

I pulled my dripping hand from Thora’s core.

She collapsed forward, her face resting against my boots, completely physically and magically drained, a puddle of quivering, satisfied flesh.

I stood perfectly still, assimilating the new parameters.

I did not grow in size. I still looked like a scrawny human healer. But the gravitational weight of my own body felt fundamentally altered. I flexed my right hand. The air around my fist seemed to warp and bend from the sheer, contained kinetic potential.

I looked up.

Vane was staring at me, his halberd lowered slightly. The mercenary shield wall behind him had shifted nervously. They had watched their enemy finger-fuck a giant monster into submission in the middle of a warzone, and they didn't know how to process the psychological implications.

"What kind of sick ritual was that?" Vane sneered, attempting to reassert his bravado. "Did you think humping a beast would save you from my steel? You are unarmed. You are out of magic. You are dead."

I took a step forward. My boot hit the fused glass.

CRACK.

The solid glass beneath my heel instantly spider-webbed, shattering outward in a ten-foot radius simply from the transferred weight of my newly acquired physical density.

Vane's eyes flicked down to the shattered glass, then back up to my face. The first genuine trace of uncertainty entered his expression.

I did not draw my sword. A normal steel blade would snap in my hands under the torque of this strength.

I simply walked toward him.

"I am out of magic," I agreed, my voice carrying the heavy, resonant rumble of an avalanche. "But I am far from unarmed."

Vane roared, a battle cry meant to banish his own creeping terror. He lunged forward, swinging the massive Null-Steel halberd in a horizontal arc aimed directly at my neck.

It was a strike designed to decapitate a horse.

I did not dodge. I did not blink.

I raised my left hand, keeping my palm open.

The serrated edge of the heavy blade slammed into my bare palm.

There was no magical flash. There was no deflection.

There was only the deafening, metallic shriek of unstoppable force meeting an immovable object.

The kinetic energy of Vane's swing traveled down the shaft of his weapon, vibrating violently, but my arm did not give a single millimeter. I caught the blade as easily as a man catching a tossed apple.

The thick, reinforced steel edge of the halberd bit into the skin of my palm, but it stopped dead against the Ogre-dense bone beneath.

Vane's eyes widened to the size of saucers. He strained, the veins in his thick neck bulging, trying to pull the weapon back, trying to push it forward.

It was locked in a vice of flesh and bone.

"Null-Steel absorbs magic," I stated clinically, looking at the trembling mercenary commander. "It is utterly useless against physics."

I closed my fingers around the blade.

I squeezed.

The enchanted, unbreakable dwarven steel groaned in protest. Then, with a sound like a snapping bridge cable, the blade shattered into a dozen jagged pieces.

Vane stumbled backward, holding a useless, splintered stick of iron.

He didn't have time to recover.

I stepped into his guard, completely inside his defensive radius.

I drew my right fist back and drove it forward, aiming perfectly for the center of his massive, curved breastplate.

I didn't throw a punch. I delivered a localized kinetic payload.

My fist connected with the Null-Steel.

BOOM.

The impact sounded like a cannon firing at point-blank range.

The unbreakable armor did not break. It completely crumpled.

A massive, fist-sized indentation caved inward, perfectly mirroring the shape of my knuckles. The kinetic force transferred straight through the metal, bypassing the armor's dampening runes entirely.

Vane's chest cavity compressed with a sickening crunch.

He was lifted entirely off his feet, flying backward through the air. He crashed violently into the shield wall of his own men, shattering three wooden shields and knocking five mercenaries to the ground in a tangle of limbs.

I didn't stop moving. I pursued the trajectory.

Vane rolled over, coughing up a thick spray of dark blood that splattered the inside of his visor. His breastplate was severely deformed, pressing painfully into his fractured sternum.

He tried to push himself up on his hands and knees, scrambling away from me like a frightened coward crawling from a nightmare.

"Stop!" he wheezed, blood bubbling from his lips. "Hold him back! Shield wall, advance!"

The mercenaries did not advance. They were backing away, their eyes locked in absolute horror on the human-sized monster walking casually toward their broken commander.

I reached Vane just as he managed to get to one knee.

I reached out and grabbed the thick, armored pauldron covering his right shoulder. I closed my fingers, letting the Ogre density do the work. The iron crumpled like tin foil.

I pulled.

I tore the entire armored shoulder piece away from his body, ripping the underlying chainmail and leather straps as effortlessly as tearing wet paper. I tossed the ruined armor aside.

Vane screamed, clutching his exposed shoulder.

"You boasted of your strength," I said, my voice dropping to a terrifying, quiet register. "You hid behind enchanted metal and claimed superiority."

I grabbed the front of his deformed breastplate and hauled him to his feet. He dangled in my grip, his boots scrambling uselessly against the glass.

I raised my left hand. I didn't form a fist. I kept my hand flat, stiffening my fingers into a spear.

I drove my hand forward in a short, brutal jab, striking the center of his chest plate again, directly over his heart.

The metal groaned, bending further inward. Vane let out a choked, gurgling gasp, his eyes rolling back in his skull as the broken ribs punctured his lungs.

"Your armor is a cage," I whispered, stepping so close our faces were inches apart. "And your pride is a mathematical error."

I reached up with both hands and grabbed the sides of his heavy iron helmet.

Vane thrashed, weakly pounding his fists against my arms. "No... please... yield... I yield..."

"A Tyrant does not accept yields," I stated.

I dug my fingers into the metal grooves of the helmet. I didn't unlatch the chin strap. I simply applied outward pressure.

The iron rivets popped. The hinges shrieked and snapped.

With a brutal, violent wrench, I tore the helmet completely in half, ripping the heavy steel apart with my bare hands.

The metal sheared, tearing the leather straps that were still anchored under Vane's chin. The sheer force of the extraction dislocated his jaw with a loud, wet crack.

I dropped the pieces of ruined steel.

Vane hung in my grip, his face completely exposed. His jaw hung loosely at a grotesque angle. Blood poured from his nose and mouth. The arrogant sneer was completely gone, replaced by the empty, vacant stare of a man who had stared into the abyss and realized the abyss was holding him by the throat.

He was a broken toy. He held no further tactical value.

I opened my hand, releasing his breastplate.

Vane collapsed into a pathetic, twitching heap at my feet.

I did not look down at him. I looked up.

I looked at the fifty elite Black Iron mercenaries who had watched their invincible commander be systematically, physically dismantled by a man wearing no armor and wielding no weapons.

The psychological warfare was complete.

The shield wall did not just break; it evaporated.

The sound of fifty heavy swords and shields dropping simultaneously onto the glass crater echoed in the dead silence of the plaza.

The men fell to their knees. Some wept openly. Others simply stared at the ground, paralyzed by absolute submission. They did not run. They knew running was entirely useless.

The path to the red silk tent was completely clear.

I felt the heavy, unnatural density of the Ogre strength slowly begin to fade from my muscles, retreating back through the bond. The exhaustion of the night began to creep at the edges of my severed mind, but I pushed it down.

There was still one task remaining.

"Mio," I called out, not turning around.

"Here, Master," she replied, stepping up behind me.

"Execute the surrendering forces. Efficiently. Conserve your stamina."

I didn't wait to hear the sickening sounds of her blades going to work.

I walked forward, stepping over the dying body of Commander Vane. I pushed aside the heavy red silk flaps and stepped into the absolute silence of the Crimson Fang's command tent.


Chapter 18: The Hunted Wolf

I swept aside the heavy, crimson silk flaps of the command tent.

Inside, the air was thick with the scent of expensive myrrh, spilled vintage wine, and the unmistakable, sharp stench of cowardice. The pavilion was a monument to arrogant luxury, furnished with plush imported rugs, intricately carved mahogany map tables, and gilded armor stands.

It was completely empty.

I did not feel disappointment. The glacial shield of 【Mental Severance】 simply processed the visual data and categorized it. The target had fled. It was the expected, biological behavior of a predator that suddenly realized it had become prey.

I stepped into the center of the tent. The rear canvas wall had been hastily and violently slashed open with a blade, creating a ragged exit leading toward the northern perimeter.

Garm had watched the slaughter of his vanguard. He had seen Commander Vane physically dismantled. And he had abandoned his army without a second thought.

I walked through the tear in the fabric, stepping out into the shadows behind the command post.

The air here was cooler, away from the roaring inferno of the residential district. The ground sloped downward toward the tree line, saturated with a thick, clinging mixture of ash, burst water barrels, and the melting residue of Sela’s ice magic.

Using my 【Divine Eye Appraisal】, I didn't even need to look for physical footprints. The tracking was effortless.

A lone, frantic heat signature was moving rapidly through the dark just ahead.

[Target Acquired: Garm (Guildmaster).]

[Heart Rate: 175 BPM.]

[Status: Severe systemic panic. Adrenaline toxicity.]

I began to walk. My pace was even, unhurried, and mathematically relentless.

Mio fell into step beside me. She wiped the thick, coagulating blood from her daggers onto the leather of her thighs.

"He ran," she stated. Her voice was an empty cavern.

"Wolves run when the bear shows up," I replied, my tone flat and metallic. "But he is running into a closed system."

We followed the invisible trail of terror. The mud was deep here, sucking at our boots, but it hindered the fleeing Guildmaster much more than it hindered us.

We found discarded pieces of his wealth littering the path. A heavy gold chain of office, ripped from his neck and thrown aside. A ceremonial, jewel-encrusted scabbard, abandoned because it slapped against his thigh and slowed his sprint.

He was shedding weight to increase his velocity. He was shedding his pride to save his life.

Ahead, near the edge of the absolute darkness of the northern woods, a large figure struggled.

Garm.

He was trying to reach the forest, desperately unaware that the trees were a suspended slaughterhouse. He slipped in a deep rut of sludge, falling heavily to his hands and knees.

The magnificent, silver-tipped direwolf pelt he wore as a cloak—a symbol of his absolute authority—was caked in thick, black muck, dragging him down like a lead weight.

He scrambled up, gasping for breath, and looked back over his shoulder.

He saw us.

He saw a scrawny, unarmed man in a blood-stained coat, radiating a faint, violet aura of pure, crushing dominance. And he saw the battered cat-girl beside me, pushing through the agony of her re-set shoulder, her twin daggers dripping with the blood of his elite guard.

Garm drew a heavy, curved falchion from his belt. His massive, scarred hands were shaking so violently the blade rattled against the guard.

"Stay back!" he roared.

His voice lacked the magical amplification he had used earlier when demanding our surrender. Without the booming echo of a conqueror, he just sounded small. He sounded pathetic in the open, ash-choked air.

Maintaining my relentless, unblinking advance, I watched him abandon any pretense of a final stand and lunge blindly toward the tree line.

Thwip.

A thick, translucent cable of white silk shot down from the dense canopy above. It struck the ground directly in front of Garm's plunging boots. The adhesive instantly bonded with the mud and the underlying stone, creating an unbreakable tripwire.

Garm hit the silk at a full sprint.

He pitched forward, slamming face-first into the freezing sludge with a heavy, wet thud. The breath was knocked from his lungs in a sharp wheeze.

From the absolute darkness of the canopy, Lilith descended.

She didn't use a single thread to lower herself this time. She crawled headfirst down the massive, charred trunk of an ancient oak tree, her eight gargantuan legs moving with terrifying, silent speed.

She dropped onto the ground, directly between Garm and the sanctuary of the forest.

Her human torso rose up, her porcelain skin glowing faintly in the moonlight. Her red eyes were dilated, burning with a sadistic, predatory delight.

"The forest is closed, little wolf," Lilith purred, her long tongue darting out to lick a smear of black blood from her fangs. "I told your men. Did you not get the message?"

Garm scrambled backward, crab-walking through the mud. He swung his falchion frantically back and forth between me and the towering Arachne, completely trapped in the kill zone.

He was cornered.

I stopped exactly five paces from him.

"Garm," I said.

His name tasted like dirt on my tongue, but my voice remained perfectly dead. There was no anger in it. Anger was an emotion, and my emotions were locked behind an impenetrable wall of ice.

He looked at me. The arrogant commander who had casually ordered a young refugee's throat slit, who had laughed as he promised to burn my people alive, was entirely gone.

He was just a terrified animal, covered in his own filth, waiting for the butcher's knife.

"Wait," Garm gasped, holding up his free hand in a desperate, trembling gesture of surrender. He dropped his sword. It sank harmlessly into the mud. "Wait. You won. You won the battle. The Crimson Fang is broken. My men are dead or routed."

"Yes," I agreed softly. "They are."

"So let me walk away," he pleaded. His eyes darted frantically, searching the darkness for an exit that did not exist. "I have wealth. I have vaults of gold hidden in the Free Cities. Platinum. Gems. More than you can imagine. It's yours. All of it. Just let me go."

I looked at him. My brain processed the offer with clinical efficiency. Financial resources were highly useful for the rapid expansion and fortification of a settlement. Gold could buy supplies, materials, and influence.

But financial resources did not resurrect the dead. They did not reverse cellular dissolution. They could not fill the agonizing, silent void in my chest where Ruby's psychic bond had been violently severed.

"Your gold is mathematically irrelevant," I stated.

Garm swallowed hard, the panic escalating into absolute hysteria.

"Information, then!" he shrieked, crawling toward me on his knees, his hands clasped together in pathetic supplication. "You want to know who hired us? The Crimson Fang doesn't operate on a whim. We were contracted! It was a joint purse! The nobles in the Free Cities, the slave market cartels... they pooled their coin to wipe you out!"

He coughed, spitting a glob of mud from his lips.

"I know their names! I have the ledgers! I know the exact locations of their safe houses! I can give you the entire underground network!"

Mio let out a low, vibrating hiss. Her tail lashed against the ground, splashing mud. Her grip on her daggers tightened until her knuckles popped.

Lilith clicked her mandibles together, a rapid, clicking sound of pure anticipation, waiting for the order to strike.

"You want to save monsters?" Garm begged, tears of pure terror cutting tracks through the soot on his scarred face. "I can tell you where they are kept. I know the breeding farms. I can give you the keys to every iron cage on the continent! Just let me live. Please. We can negotiate!"

I looked down at the mud-soaked creature weeping at my boots.

Negotiation. A highly civilized concept. An exchange of mutual value between two rational, equal entities.

If this had happened yesterday, I might have considered it. The healer I used to be would have taken the ledgers, taken the gold, and spared this wretched life if it meant securing the freedom of thousands of other beastkin. I would have compromised my own vengeance for the greater good.

But the healer was dead. The man who compromised, the man who bargained with evil, had burned to ash in the warehouse.

I felt the sharp, jagged edges of the red crystal pressing against my thigh through the fabric of my pocket.

My mind was a pristine, frozen landscape of absolute control. There was no room for mercy, no room for bargaining, and absolutely no room for human weakness.

I took a slow, deliberate step forward, looking down into his wide, panicked eyes.

"You fundamentally misunderstand the current paradigm," I said. My voice echoed coldly in the damp night air, cutting through his pathetic sobbing.

"You came to my home. You burned my sanctuary. You hunted my family for sport."

I crouched down slightly, bringing my face level with his. I let him feel the crushing, suffocating weight of my aura. I let him stare directly into the void of the Tyrant.

"You think we are sitting at a table," I whispered. "You think you have chips left to bargain with."

I stood back up, my posture rigid, my gaze hardening into absolute, unyielding eradication.

"Negotiations are for humans," I stated, the words falling like a heavy iron blade upon a block of wood. "And you have proven that you are nothing but meat."

Garm’s jaw dropped. The last, desperate spark of hope completely extinguished from his eyes. He realized, with absolute certainty, that he was talking to a force of nature that could not be reasoned with.

I turned my head slightly toward the massive shadow looming behind him.

"Lilith."

"Yes, my King," she purred. Her massive spider abdomen quivered with dark, sadistic ecstasy.

"He is yours. Prepare him for the harvest."

Garm screamed. It was a raw, primal shriek of ultimate despair. He scrambled backward, trying to push himself up to run.

He didn't make it to his feet.

Thick, wet cables of razor-silk shot from Lilith's spinnerets, wrapping tightly around Garm's wrists and ankles in a fraction of a second. The adhesive bonded to his armor and flesh, locking his limbs together.

He was violently jerked backward, dragged through the mud into the absolute darkness of the forest canopy.

His screams faded, muffled by the thick, dampening layers of the web domain.

I turned my back on the forest. I did not need to watch; I knew exactly what Lilith was going to do to him. I had designed the punishment myself.

I stepped over his discarded sword and began the long walk back toward the burning ruins of Aethelgard, the heavy, silent weight of the red crystal resting against my thigh.


Chapter 19: The Seedbed of Despair

The canopy of the ancient oak tree was a world entirely separated from the burning ruins of Aethelgard below.

It was a cathedral of absolute darkness, silent except for the faint, agonizing groans of the melting mercenaries suspended in the branches around us.

Lilith had hoisted Garm high into this suspended graveyard. He was currently hanging upside down, completely immobilized by thick, translucent cables of razor-silk that bound his arms to his sides and his heavy boots together.

I stood on a broad, sturdy branch just out of his reach. The [Mental Severance] kept my balance perfect and my heart rate impossibly calm. The air up here smelled intensely of Lilith—a heavy, intoxicating musk of orchids and dark, predatory pheromones, mixed with the sharp, acidic tang of her necrotic venom.

Garm was struggling, thrashing wildly against the unyielding silk. The veins in his thick neck bulged, and his face was purple with exertion and terror.

"Let me down!" he roared, his voice cracking. "You want my gold? Take it! You want my maps? They are yours! I surrender! I yield!"

He was bleeding from a dozen shallow cuts where the razor-silk had bitten into his flesh during his frantic ascent. The magnificent direwolf pelt he wore was tangled in the webbing, ruined and pathetic.

I did not answer him. I simply watched the rhythmic expansion and contraction of his chest cavity.

[Target Analysis: Garm (Guildmaster).]

[Mental State: Total Psychological Collapse.]

[Adrenaline Toxicity: Reaching critical threshold.]

"Master," a soft, breathy voice purred from the shadows directly above the suspended Guildmaster.

Lilith descended slowly, her eight massive, chitinous legs moving with silent, terrifying precision along a single, thick strand of webbing.

She stopped when her human torso was perfectly level with Garm's inverted face.

She was a breathtaking vision of monstrous beauty in the pale moonlight that filtered through the leaves. Her porcelain skin was still splattered with the dark blood of her previous victims, her sheer silk corset clinging tightly to her heavy breasts. Her red eyes glowed with an intensity that made the surrounding darkness seem even deeper.

Garm froze, his breath catching in his throat. He stared at the beautiful woman and the gargantuan, terrifying spider body she was attached to.

"You burned my home, little wolf," Lilith whispered, reaching out a delicate human hand to stroke his sweat-drenched cheek. "You trampled my egg sacs. You killed my daughters before they even had a chance to hatch."

"It was just business!" Garm sobbed, trying to jerk his head away from her touch. "It was a contract! I didn't know you were here! We were paid to clear the land!"

Lilith’s expression did not change, but the temperature in the canopy seemed to drop. The eight spider legs twitching behind her tensed, the sharp spikes at their tips digging into the bark of the branches.

"Business," she repeated, tasting the word on her tongue as if it were poison. "You speak of contracts and coin. I speak of family. I speak of the nest."

She turned her head slightly to look at me, her red eyes softening with an obsessive, overwhelming devotion.

"I was a mother without children, Master," she murmured, her voice vibrating with a deep, emotional resonance that bypassed my [Mental Severance] and touched the core of the [Tamer] bond. "I was an empty queen in a burned palace. And then, you came."

She looked back at Garm, and the softness vanished, instantly replaced by a terrifying, protective fury.

"He gave me a new home," Lilith hissed, leaning so close to Garm that her breath ruffled his grey hair. "He gave me a new family. Sisters who fight. A King who breeds power. You threatened my new nest. You hurt my King's mate."

"I didn't! The archers did!" Garm wailed, completely broken.

"You are the head of the wolf," Lilith said, her voice dropping to a dark, dangerous hum. "And I am going to make you the soil for my new garden."

Foregoing her fangs and the necrotic venom used on the vanguard, she instead reached down to the juncture where her human torso met her black, chitinous abdomen.

"A queen needs a safe place to lay her brood," Lilith explained conversationally, her human hands gently caressing the soft, vulnerable flesh of Garm's exposed stomach, just below his ruined breastplate. "The earth here is poisoned by your fire. The trees are too exposed."

She looked deep into his terrified eyes.

"But a living body... a strong, healthy body, kept in a state of constant, agonizing stasis... that is the perfect incubator. Warm. Nutrient-rich. And highly protective."

Garm’s eyes went wide. He finally understood what she was going to do.

"No," he gasped, thrashing with a renewed, frantic desperation that tore his own skin against the silk. "No, no, no! Kill me! Just kill me! Cut my throat!"

"Death is a mercy you have not earned," I stated coldly, speaking for the first time since we entered the canopy.

Garm’s head whipped around to look at me. "You're a healer! You can't let her do this! It's an abomination!"

I looked at the man who had ordered the burning of refugees. The man who had laughed while my people were slaughtered. The man who had severed the golden thread of Ruby's life from my soul.

I felt a dark, profound sense of achievement settling into the freezing void of my chest. It was the purest form of wish fulfillment. I was no longer the helpless victim running from monsters. I was the absolute ruler of the monsters, and I was feeding my enemies to them.

"I am a Tamer," I corrected him, my voice devoid of any human empathy. "And I provide the optimal resources for my pack to thrive."

I nodded to Lilith. "Execute the Cursed Brood."

"With pleasure, my King," she purred.

Lilith raised her right hand. Her nails elongated, darkening into sharp, chitinous claws.

She drove her hand directly into Garm's stomach.

She didn't aim for vital organs. She aimed for the thick layer of muscle and fat beneath his navel.

Garm's scream was deafening. It was a sound of absolute, mind-shattering agony that echoed through the silent forest, disturbing the resting birds miles away. He convulsed so violently the massive oak tree shook.

Lilith did not pull her hand out. She twisted it, carving a hollow pocket within his living flesh. Blood poured down his inverted torso, dripping from his chin into the darkness below.

"Shh," Lilith cooed, her face flushed with dark arousal. "It only hurts for the host."

She moved her massive spider abdomen forward. From the spinneret located at the very base of her thorax, a thick, glowing, bioluminescent tube of pulsing flesh emerged. It was an ovipositor.

She guided the pulsating organ directly into the bleeding, gaping wound she had just carved into Garm's stomach.

Garm's eyes rolled completely back in his head. He was choking on his own screams, his body rigid with systemic shock.

Lilith closed her eyes, her human torso arching backward in a display of intense, biological ecstasy.

I watched the process with complete clinical detachment. I activated my 【Divine Eye Appraisal】 to monitor the procedure.

The system window blossomed in my vision, overlaying the gruesome scene with stark, white text.

[System Log / Appraisal]

[Target: Garm (Guildmaster - Crimson Fang)]

[Condition: Cursed Brood Parasitism (Stage 1: Implantation).]

I watched the flow of mana. Lilith was not just depositing physical eggs. She was injecting a highly concentrated slurry of her dark, venomous magic, mixed directly with the golden, potent life-force she had extracted from me during our frenzied coupling in the ruins.

She was using my power to fertilize her vengeance.

The bioluminescent fluid pumped from her abdomen through the ovipositor and deep into Garm's body. I could see the glowing sacs taking root within the torn muscle of his stomach wall.

"Beautiful," Lilith gasped, her breathing ragged. "They are drinking his vitality already."

Garm’s thrashing weakened. He wasn't dying; the magical properties of the eggs were forcibly keeping him alive, stabilizing his heart rate even as they fed on his blood.

[Host Vitality Maintenance: Active.]

[Arachne Necrotic Toxin (Low Yield) detected. Purpose: Prevent putrefaction of host tissue.]

[Mana Siphon Rate: 400 MP per minute.]

I stepped closer, standing on the edge of the branch, looking directly down into Garm's face.

His eyes fluttered open. He was fully conscious. The pain was etched into every line of his face, but he was physically unable to move, unable to die.

"Look at me," I commanded.

He managed to focus his gaze on my face.

"You offered me gold," I said, my voice quiet, carrying the heavy weight of an absolute decree. "You offered me information. You offered me the keys to the cages you built."

I crouched down, bringing my face inches from his.

"I don't need your keys. I will break the cages myself. I don't need your gold. I will take it from your ruins."

I pointed to his bulging, bleeding stomach.

"Your only value to me now is biological. Your life is no longer your own. It belongs to my Queen. Your body is nothing more than a resource, a warm bed of meat designed to nurture the children of the monsters you tried to eradicate."

[System Log Update.]

[Incubation Countdown: 168 Hours.]

[Host Pain Receptor Status: Maximum Output. Stable.]

[Offspring Development: Optimal.]

I read the log aloud, letting the cold, mechanical words sink into his terrified mind.

"One hundred and sixty-eight hours, Garm," I whispered. "Seven days. You will hang here, fully awake, feeling them grow. Feeling them eat."

Garm tried to speak, but only a bloody bubble escaped his lips. The absolute despair in his eyes was absolute. It was the purest manifestation of defeat I had ever witnessed.

I felt a dark, heavy thrill vibrate through my core. This was justice stripped of morality. This was the absolute, unyielding law of the new world I was building.

I stood up. I turned my back on him.

"Secure the perimeter of the nest, Lilith," I ordered, my voice ringing with the authority of the Tyrant. "Ensure he is not disturbed."

"Yes, my King," Lilith purred. She slowly withdrew her ovipositor, sealing the wound with a thick patch of antiseptic, highly adhesive silk. She didn't want him bleeding to death prematurely.

She crawled back up the webbing, moving to spin a dense, impenetrable cocoon around the immediate area, hiding her new nursery from the rest of the world.

I did not wait for her to finish.

I dropped from the branch, letting gravity pull me down through the canopy. My enhanced physical parameters absorbed the impact as I landed softly on the ash-covered ground at the edge of the woods.

Mio was waiting for me. She stood perfectly still, her daggers sheathed, her eyes focused on the burning ruins of our city.

"Is it done?" she asked, her voice flat.

"The Crimson Fang is eradicated," I confirmed. "The leadership has been converted into resources."

I walked past her, heading back toward the devastation.

The eastern sky was beginning to lighten. The deep, impenetrable black of the night was giving way to the bruised, smoky grey of dawn.

The fires in the residential district were dying down, having consumed all available fuel. The remaining structures were nothing more than blackened skeletons.

The silence was profound. The chaotic roar of the battle, the screams of the dying, the booming magical explosions—all of it had ceased.

Only the soft crackle of embers remained.

The [Mental Severance] still held my emotions in a vice grip of absolute ice. I did not feel the crushing weight of the destruction. I did not feel the physical exhaustion that should have leveled a normal man.

But as I walked through the ruined gate, stepping over the butchered remains of the mercenaries, I knew the ice would eventually thaw.

The battle was won. The enemy was destroyed.

But the sanctuary was gone.

"We need to gather the survivors," I told Mio, my voice echoing in the empty, ruined plaza. "We need to assess the structural damage to the deep vault."

"Yes, Master," she replied automatically.

We walked toward the center of the city, the pale dawn light slowly revealing the true, horrific scale of the slaughter.

I reached into my pocket, my fingers wrapping tightly around the warm, jagged edges of the red crystal, and kept walking until we reached the heavy iron doors of the underground shelter.


Chapter 20: Aftermath and the Rain

The sky did not offer a dramatic sunrise. It simply bruised.

Deep, necrotic shades of purple and sickly grey bled across the eastern horizon, slowly pushing back the pitch-black canvas of the night. The smoke rising from the skeleton of Aethelgard hung thick and heavy, a suffocating ceiling that trapped the heat and the stench of the slaughter.

I stood in the center of the shattered plaza, staring at the empty air.

My breathing was perfectly regulated. My posture was perfectly straight. My mind was an immaculate, sterile white room.

A single drop of water struck my cheek.

It was cold. It slid down my soot-stained skin, cutting a clean track through the grime, and dripped off my jaw.

Another drop hit the fused glass of the crater at my feet. A tiny, sharp hiss echoed in the silence as the water vaporized against the residual heat.

Then, the sky finally broke.

It didn't drizzle. It poured. A torrential, heavy deluge of icy water cascaded down from the bruised heavens, an automated, natural response to the massive thermal updrafts we had created during the battle.

The rain hit the burning timbers of the ruined houses, sending massive plumes of white steam hissing into the air. The fires that had threatened to consume us entirely were systematically, brutally drowned.

The battle was over. The tactical objective had been achieved. The threat was neutralized.

I looked at the system interface hovering in the corner of my vision.

[Hostile Signatures in Sector: 0]

[Perimeter: Secure.]

There was no longer any logical imperative to maintain the absolute zero.

I closed my eyes, letting the freezing rain wash over my face.

"Deactivate," I whispered.

[Skill Deactivated: 【Mental Severance】.]

The ice didn't just melt. It shattered.

The transition wasn't a gentle thaw; it was a violent, catastrophic collapse of a dam holding back an ocean of physiological and psychological trauma.

A physical shockwave hit my nervous system. My knees buckled instantly.

I hit the wet cobblestones hard, the impact jarring my bones. I threw my hands out to catch myself, my palms slipping in the mixture of rainwater and congealing blood that coated the street.

The pain hit me first.

It was a multifaceted, screaming agony. The phantom burning of the spear wound in my side flared to life. The microscopic tears in every single muscle fiber, caused by channeling the Ogre’s impossible density, felt like ground glass in my veins. My mana core was a raw, throbbing bruise, completely hollowed out and aching.

I bent over, coughing violently. My stomach heaved, and I retched, vomiting nothing but bitter bile and ash onto the wet stones.

Then came the emotion.

It rushed into the empty, sterile room of my mind like a flood of black water.

Terror. Exhaustion. Revulsion at the sheer, unimaginable scale of the butchery I had just orchestrated.

And grief.

The severed bond. The silent, gaping hole in my chest where Ruby's presence had been. It wasn't just a memory; it was a physical amputation of my soul.

"Ruby," I choked out, the word tearing at my raw throat.

A hand grabbed my shoulder.

I flinched, my combat instincts trying to surge back up, but my body refused to obey.

I looked up.

Mio was kneeling in the rain beside me. The flat, dead-eyed killer who had methodically executed mercenaries at my side was gone.

Her golden eyes were wide, brimming with fresh tears that mixed with the rain pouring down her face. Her ears were flattened against her skull in absolute misery.

She wasn't looking at the Tyrant anymore. She was looking at me.

"Ethan," she whispered. Her voice broke on my name.

She threw her arms around my neck—ignoring the violent trembling in her left shoulder where she had brutally re-set the joint hours ago—pulling my face against her. She buried her face in my wet hair and wept. It wasn't the frantic, screaming wail of the warehouse. It was a deep, exhausting, hollow sobbing.

I wrapped my arms around her waist, burying my face in the wet leather of her armor, and I broke with her.

We knelt in the blood and the ash, two shattered survivors holding onto each other in the pouring rain, crying for the sister we had lost and the innocence we had burned away.

Footsteps approached. Heavy, metallic, and slow.

I didn't let go of Mio, but I lifted my head.

Isolde emerged from the steam and the smoke. Her white armor was a canvas of gore, the rain slowly washing the red streaks down the curves of the steel. She carried her greatsword in one hand, the tip dragging heavily against the stones.

The violet fire at her neck was dim, barely flickering in the downpour.

She stopped a few feet away. She looked at me, shivering on the ground, clutching Mio. She looked at the tears tracking through the soot on my face.

The Knight Commander dropped her sword. It clattered loudly on the glass.

She fell to her knees in the mud. She didn't speak. She crawled forward and wrapped her massive, armored arms around both of us, pulling us against her cold breastplate.

She pressed the side of her helmet against my head. I could feel her chest heaving, her own silent, stoic grief vibrating through the steel.

More shapes materialized from the ruins.

Sela slithered through the puddles, her emerald scales dull and coated in grey ash. She moved sluggishly, the cold rain sapping her ambient heat.

She stopped at the edge of our huddled circle. Her calculating, predatory eyes swept over us. She looked at my empty hands. She looked at Mio’s singular, devastated focus.

The Lamia understood immediately.

Sela didn't cry. Lamias rarely did. But her jaw tightened, and a profound, chilling sorrow darkened her gaze. She slowly lowered her long body, coiling her thick tail around us like a protective, scaly wall, shielding us from the wind and the sight of the dead.

Thora arrived next.

The massive Ogre stepped carefully over the debris, carrying three small, shivering Cait Sith youths in her massive arms. She had sheltered them beneath her broad shoulders.

Thora looked down at us. She saw me weeping. She saw Mio holding Ruby's daggers.

The gentle giant let out a low, mournful rumble. It was a sound of pure heartbreak. She carefully set them down near Sela’s coils, then sat heavily on the ground, bowing her head and burying her face in her massive hands.

Finally, a shadow descended from the sky.

Sky landed softly on the ruined wall of the bakery. Her good wing was soaked, drooping heavily at her side. Her broken wing was tightly bound to her chest.

She looked down at the courtyard, at the piled corpses of the mercenaries, and then at our silent, grieving family.

She threw her head back and let out a long, piercing cry. It wasn't a battle screech. It was a lament. A soaring, tragic melody that cut through the rain, honoring the fallen hunter.

We stayed there for a long time.

The rain washed the blood from the streets, carrying it in dark, red streams into the gutters and down toward the river. It washed the soot from our faces, but it could not wash the memory of the night from our minds.

My body began to shake uncontrollably. The adrenaline crash was total. Hypothermia was creeping into my bones.

"We need to move," Sela hissed softly, her voice tight with the cold. "The rain is freezing. The Tamer is in systemic shock."

Isolde pulled back, her violet eyes assessing my pale, shivering form.

"The Keep is structurally compromised," she said, her voice firm, pushing through her own exhaustion. "The deep vault is the only secure location."

"The youths are already there," Thora rumbled, wiping her eyes with the back of her wrist. "I cleared the rubble from the entrance."

I tried to stand, but my legs refused to hold my weight.

Isolde didn't wait for me to struggle. She slid one armored arm under my knees, the other around my back, and lifted me effortlessly against her chest.

Even drained of mana, her baseline strength was formidable.

Mio stood up slowly. She looked down at the two silver daggers in her hand. She slid them carefully into the sheaths at her hips.

She did not look back at the warehouse.

"Lead the way," Mio said.

We moved as a single, battered organism.

Thora gathered the straggling girls, Sela uncoiled and took the vanguard, her thermal vision piercing the rain to ensure no mercenaries remained hidden in the ruins. Sky hopped from rooftop to rooftop, keeping a vigilant watch from above.

We walked past the cratered market, past the melted husks of the siege engines, and past the endless, scattered bodies of the Crimson Fang.

I rested my head against Isolde's cold iron pauldron, my eyes half-closed.

Every jolt of her armored steps sent a spike of dull pain through my battered muscles. But the physical pain was a grounding force. It reminded me that the Tyrant was gone, tucked away back into the dark corner of my mind.

I was human again. I was vulnerable, hurting, and devastatingly sad.

We reached the rear of the manor. The above-ground structure was entirely gutted by fire, but the heavy, sloped iron doors leading down into the subterranean vault were intact.

Thora grabbed the iron rings and hauled the heavy doors open with a harsh groan of metal.

We descended into the dark.

The air in the vault was stale, smelling of damp earth, stored root vegetables, and fear.

The space was lit by a few dim, glowing mana crystals placed strategically along the stone walls.

As we stepped into the light, the huddled masses of our surviving people looked up.

There were dozens of them. Cait Sith women clutching their young. Kobolds with crude bandages wrapped around their limbs. The few Harpies who had survived the aerial dogfights, their feathers scorched and broken.

They saw Isolde, covered in blood, carrying my limp body. They saw Mio, missing her sister. They saw the sheer, unadulterated exhaustion etched into the faces of their protectors.

No one cheered. There was no celebration of victory.

A low murmur of relief rustled through the crowd, followed immediately by the soft, heartbreaking sounds of weeping as they recognized who hadn't returned with us.

Isolde carried me to a far corner of the vault, where a makeshift infirmary had been set up on a pile of thick wool blankets.

She laid me down gently.

"He needs heat," Sela ordered, slithering up beside the blankets. "And calories. His core is cannibalizing his own muscle tissue."

"I have dried meat," Thora said, producing a wrapped bundle from a satchel on her hip. "And water."

"I will fetch dry clothes," Isolde murmured, turning to search the supply crates stacked against the wall.

They hovered over me, their protective instincts kicking into overdrive now that the immediate threat of combat was removed. They were trying to fix me, trying to mend the physical damage because the emotional damage was too vast, too incomprehensible to address.

"I'm fine," I croaked, waving a weak hand. "Tend to the wounded. Check the perimeter. Make sure the air vents aren't blocked by debris."

Isolde paused, holding a stack of dry tunics. She looked at me, her eyes narrowing slightly.

"The perimeter is secure, Ethan. The enemy is dead or routed. You are the priority casualty."

"I am the King," I said, forcing myself into a sitting position. The room spun, but I gritted my teeth and held my ground. "And my people need to see me breathing. Tend to them."

Isolde hesitated, then gave a sharp nod. She handed the dry clothes to Sela and moved off into the crowd to begin triage on the wounded Kobolds.

Sela knelt beside me. She didn't offer a gentle touch. She efficiently stripped my ruined, blood-soaked coat and wet shirt from my shivering body, ignoring my winces as the fabric peeled away from the grazes on my skin.

She draped a thick, dry wool blanket over my shoulders.

"You are a terrible liar," the Lamia whispered, handing me a waterskin. "You are not fine. You are dying from the inside out."

"I just need rest, Sela."

"Rest will not cure the silence," she said softly, her emerald eyes boring into mine.

She knew. The psychic link was a two-way street. She could feel the agonizing void where Ruby's resonance used to hum.

She leaned in, her cold lips brushing my temple. "Do not let the frost consume you, Ethan. We cannot lose you to the dark."

She pulled back, gave me a long, calculating look, and slithered away to help Thora distribute rations to the terrified refugees.

I sat alone in the corner of the crowded vault, pulling the heavy blanket tight around my shivering shoulders.

I drank the water. I forced myself to chew a piece of dried meat. It tasted like ash, but I swallowed it mechanically. My body required sustenance to begin the natural healing process.

My eyes scanned the cavernous room, taking inventory of the survivors.

They were battered, bruised, and traumatized. But they were alive.

The settlement above was gone. The infrastructure we had spent months building was reduced to cinders. We were right back to where we started—hiding in a cave, surrounded by a hostile world.

But we had survived a siege from a three-thousand-man army. We had broken the Crimson Fang.

It was a victory. It was a legendary, impossible victory.

But as I reached into my pocket and felt the cold, hard edges of the red crystal resting against my leg, the victory felt entirely hollow.

I looked for Mio.

I found her.

She wasn't helping with the wounded. She wasn't eating.

She was sitting in a dark, isolated alcove near the back of the vault, separated from the rest of the Cait Sith refugees by a silent, invisible wall of grief.

She sat with her knees pulled up to her chest, her right arm wrapped tightly around her legs. Her left arm hung limply at her side, the bruised and abused joint having finally given out after she forced it back into place during the battle.

She was staring blankly at the stone floor.

In her lap rested Ruby's twin silver daggers.

The survivor's guilt radiated off her in thick, suffocating waves. I didn't need the psychic bond to feel it; it was palpable in the slump of her shoulders, in the absolute stillness of her usually expressive tail.

She had led the Black Iron soldiers away. She had failed to save the girls. Ruby had taken the beam meant for her.

In Mio's mind, she was the reason her sister was dead.

I watched her for a long time.

I watched as an inexperienced Cait Sith refugee timidly approached the alcove, holding out a piece of bread. Mio didn't look up. She just let out a low, warning hiss—a feral, instinctual sound that sent the child scurrying away in fear.

Mio was isolating herself. She was punishing herself.

She was slowly drowning in the dark water of her own perceived failure.

I pushed the heavy wool blanket off my shoulders.

My muscles screamed in protest as I forced myself to stand. My legs trembled, threatening to buckle, but I locked my knees and leaned heavily against the damp stone wall for support.

Sela looked over from across the room, her eyes narrowing in warning, but I ignored her.

I walked toward the dark alcove.

Every step was a battle against my own physical exhaustion. But the pain in my body was nothing compared to the agony I saw etched into the posture of the girl sitting in the shadows.

I couldn't bring Ruby back. I couldn't rebuild the city tonight.

But I could pull my shadow out of the dark.

I stepped into the alcove. The air here was colder, untouched by the ambient body heat of the crowded vault.

Mio didn't look up.

"Go away," she rasped. Her voice was completely shredded, reduced to a whisper of gravel and dry leaves. "Leave me alone."

I didn't listen.

I lowered myself to the stone floor, ignoring the sharp pain in my side as I knelt directly in front of her.

I reached out and placed my hand over hers, covering the silver hilts of the daggers resting in her lap.

Her skin was freezing.

She flinched, trying to pull away, but my grip was firm.

"I can't leave you alone, Mio," I said quietly, looking down at the top of her soot-stained head. "You are my right hand. And right now, you're bleeding to death."

She slowly raised her head.

Her golden eyes met mine. They were completely empty. The fierce, loyal, passionate fire that always burned within them was extinguished, leaving behind only the cold ashes of despair.

"I killed her, Ethan," Mio whispered, a single, fresh tear tracking down her dirty cheek. "It should have been me under the timber. It was meant for me."

"No," I said firmly.

"She pushed me!" Mio's voice cracked, a sudden surge of agonizing hysteria breaking through her numbness. "She traded her life for mine! Why?! I'm just a stray! She was the leader!"

"Because she loved you," I said, my voice steady, anchoring her chaotic spiral. "Because she was your sister. And because she trusted you to survive."

I moved my hand from the daggers and gently cupped her face.

She leaned into my palm, her eyes squeezing shut as a fresh wave of violent sobs wracked her small body.

"It hurts, Master," she wept, her good hand clutching desperately at my shirt. "The silence in my head... it's so loud. I can't feel her. I can't feel anything but the cold."

I knew exactly what she meant. The physiological shock of the severed bond, combined with the catastrophic emotional trauma, was shutting her nervous system down.

She needed to be grounded. She needed to be forcibly yanked back into the reality of the living, before the survivor's guilt consumed her entirely.

Words wouldn't work. Logic was useless against this magnitude of pain.

She needed something louder than the silence. She needed something hotter than the cold.

She needed a physical anchor to tether her shattered soul back to her body.

I slid my hand to the back of her neck, my fingers tangling in her matted black hair.

I looked into her devastated, weeping eyes. The survivor's guilt was a poison, and there was only one way to burn it out of her system.

"I'm going to make you feel something else," I whispered, my voice rough with the remnants of the Tyrant's dark intensity.

I leaned forward, closing the distance between us in the cold shadows, and crushed my mouth against hers.


Chapter 21: The Weight of Survival

I did not offer her a gentle, comforting kiss. Gentle was for scraped knees and bruised egos. Gentle would not reach the bottom of the black ocean she was drowning in.

I crashed my mouth against hers.

It was a hard, desperate collision of teeth and chapped lips. She gasped against my mouth, a startled intake of air that tasted of soot, salt, and absolute despair.

For a second, she was completely rigid, her body locked in the paralyzing rigor mortis of her trauma. Then, instinct took over.

Her right hand abandoned the silver daggers in her lap. Her fingers tangled violently into my ash-caked hair, gripping me so hard it felt like she was trying to pull my scalp off. She kissed me back with a frantic, starving intensity.

It wasn't a kiss of passion. It was a dying woman fighting for a single breath of air.

I pushed her backward, pinning her against the cold, damp stone wall of the alcove. The shadows swallowed us, shielding us from the dim light of the mana crystals and the exhausted, sleeping refugees in the main cavern.

I broke the kiss, leaving us both panting in the dark.

"Ethan," she whimpered, her chest heaving against mine. "It's too quiet. The silence in my head is going to kill me."

"I know," I rasped, my hands gripping her waist. "I'm going to fix it. But I have to fix your arm first."

Her left arm hung completely useless. She had brutally forced the dislocated joint back into place during the battle, and then fought with it for hours.

In the chaos of our retreat, she had simply ignored the agonizing structural damage, fueled entirely by adrenaline and grief.

Now, the adrenaline was gone. The joint was severely swollen, the torn ligaments and muscle tissue bruised a dark, ugly purple.

"Don't," she pleaded, shaking her head frantically as I reached for it. "Leave it. Let it hurt. I want it to hurt."

"It's the wrong kind of pain," I said flatly.

I reached up and took a firm grip on her left bicep and her collarbone.

"Look at me."

She forced her golden, tear-filled eyes up to meet mine.

"I'm sorry. This is going to burn," I whispered.

I didn't snap a bone. I slammed my palm directly over the ruined joint and forced my mana deep into the torn tissue, aggressively forcing the flesh to knit back together.

The rapid, violent regeneration was a massive shock to her system.

Mio screamed.

It was a raw, agonizing shriek that tore through the numbness enveloping her.

Her back arched off the stone wall, her body seizing as a spike of pure, unadulterated white-hot pain bypassed her emotional trauma and struck her nervous system directly.

I didn't let her pull away. I kept my hand clamped over her shoulder, pouring the power in.

I summoned the remnants of my mana, pushing past the agonizing ache in my own depleted core.

【Healing Embrace】

A faint, golden light flared in the dark. The warmth flooded into her torn ligaments and stretched muscles, rapidly knitting the damaged tissue back together.

The scream died in her throat, devolving into a series of harsh, ragged sobs. The sudden contrast between the blinding physical agony and the immediate, soothing rush of my healing magic shattered the last remnants of her shock.

She collapsed forward, burying her face in the crook of my neck, weeping uncontrollably.

"I should have died," she sobbed, her tears burning hot against my skin. "It was my fault. I was too slow. She traded her life for mine, Ethan. It isn't fair. It isn't right."

I wrapped both my arms around her, holding her tight as she shook apart.

Survivor’s guilt is a biological paradox. It is the mind’s refusal to accept that existence is random, that death does not follow a strict moral calculus. Mio’s feline loyalty demanded a physical price for her failure to protect her sister.

If she didn't pay it, the guilt would rot her from the inside out.

"She made a choice, Mio," I said, my voice low and steady, vibrating against her chest. "She chose you. She chose to preserve you because she knew I couldn't survive without my shadow."

"I am broken," she wept, her newly healed left arm wrapping around my back, her nails digging into my coat. "I am just an empty shell. Break me. Please, Master. Take control so I stop feeling like this."

She pulled back, her eyes wild and feral in the gloom.

“Take me," she begged, her hands dropping to the ruined laces of my trousers. "Make me feel something other than this emptiness. Overwrite it. Burn it out of me."

She was frantic. Her movements were clumsy, entirely devoid of the graceful seduction she normally possessed. She ripped the leather ties of my trousers open, freeing my heavy, semi-erect cock into the cool air of the vault.

"Mio, stop," I said, catching her wrists.

"No!" she snarled, a true, predatory hiss escaping her lips. She wrenched her hands free. "If you won't take control, I will."

She dropped to her knees on the hard stone floor. She didn't offer a gentle caress. She grabbed my hips with bruising force and took me into her mouth.

It was aggressive. It was punishing.

Her teeth grazed the sensitive skin of my shaft, a deliberate, sharp friction that bordered on actual pain. She sucked with a violent, vacuuming force, her throat working rhythmically to draw me as deep as physically possible.

I let out a harsh groan, my head falling back against the stone wall.

The intense, painful stimulation sent a surge of blood straight to my groin. My erection solidified instantly, aching with the heavy, pressurized need that had been building since the slaughter in the streets.

She was trying to use my body as a weapon against herself. She wanted to be choked, used, and degraded to balance the invisible ledger in her mind.

But I was not a torturer. I was her King.

I reached down and grabbed fistfuls of her thick, black hair. I didn't pull her off. I pulled her up.

I hauled her to her feet, lifting her completely off the ground until we were face to face.

"I will not punish you," I growled, my voice dark, carrying the heavy, commanding resonance of the Tyrant.

Her golden eyes widened, a flicker of confusion cutting through her desperate lust.

"I will not treat you like a criminal for surviving," I continued, backing her against the wall. The cold stone pressed against her spine. "Ruby died so you could live. I am going to make you feel alive. Violently alive."

I grabbed the collar of her ruined, ash-stained leather tunic. I pulled hard. The thick seams tore, the fabric ripping down the center to expose her small, pale breasts.

The air in the alcove was freezing, but her skin was burning up.

She wasn't wearing underwear beneath the tactical crotchless leggings she had donned before the battle. Her sex was completely exposed, slick with a heavy, chaotic mixture of fear, grief, and desperate arousal.

The musky, potent scent of a Cait Sith in distress filled the narrow space, an intoxicating pheromone that completely bypassed my higher reasoning.

"Yes," she panted, her chest heaving. "Yes, Ethan. Take it. Take all of it."

I didn't bother stripping completely. I shoved my heavy coat off my shoulders, letting it drop to the floor.

I stepped into her.

I grabbed her right thigh, hooking it high over my hip. She was incredibly flexible, her feline anatomy allowing her to open completely for me.

I didn't offer any preparatory friction. She didn't want it. She wanted the shock. She wanted the absolute, unyielding proof of her own physical existence.

I aligned myself with her dripping core and drove my hips forward.

I buried myself inside her in one single, brutal thrust.

Mio screamed.

It was a jagged, breathless sound that echoed sharply in the dark. I clamped my hand over her mouth, muffling the noise before it could alert the sleeping refugees outside the alcove.

She was incredibly tight. The stress of the battle and the trauma of the night had caused her internal muscles to lock up, creating a suffocating, vice-like grip around my entire length.

It felt like plunging into a sheath of hot, wet velvet that was actively trying to crush me.

I held still for a long, agonizing second, letting her body stretch to accommodate the violent intrusion.

Her golden eyes stared up at me over the edge of my hand. The tears were flowing freely now, but the empty, dead look was gone. The sheer, overwhelming physical reality of my impalement had shattered the numbness.

She tasted the salt and ash on my palm. Her tongue darted out, licking the center of my hand.

I slowly removed my hand from her mouth.

"Does it hurt?" I asked, my voice a rough rasp.

"Yes," she whimpered, her body trembling against the stone. "Don't stop. Please don't stop."

I grabbed her waist, my thumbs pressing hard into the soft flesh above her hips.

I pulled almost completely out, the slick friction generating a loud, wet sound in the silence, and slammed back in.

Slap.

The sound of my hips colliding with hers was a gunshot.

She gasped, her back arching, her newly healed left arm flying up to wrap around my neck. Her nails dug into my skin, not to draw blood, but to anchor herself against the violent momentum.

I established a brutal, punishing rhythm. I didn't hold back my physical strength. I utilized the lingering, dense power I had absorbed from Thora earlier in the night.

Every thrust was a deliberate, heavy impact designed to jar her bones, to shake the grief loose from her marrow.

"You are alive," I growled, driving into her cervix with a force that made her entire body jerk.

"Ah! Ethan!"

"Say it," I demanded, increasing the pace. The friction was scalding. My cock felt like it was encased in molten iron.

"I'm alive," she sobbed, her head tossing from side to side, her black hair whipping across her face.

I grabbed her jaw, forcing her to look at me. I wanted her to see my eyes. I wanted her to see the absolute, terrifying possession burning in them.

"Ruby is gone," I said, the words striking like physical blows.

Mio cried out, a fresh wave of agony hitting her as I forced her to confront the reality while simultaneously overwhelming her nervous system with absolute pleasure.

"She is gone, and you are here. With me."

I bit down on the junction between her neck and shoulder. I didn't use the gentle nibble of a lover. I used my teeth, biting hard enough to leave a deep, dark bruise. I claimed her flesh, branding her as mine.

Mio wailed, a high, keening sound that vibrated against my lips.

Her internal muscles clamped down in a series of violent, chaotic spasms. She was fighting a war inside her own body. The guilt demanded she reject the pleasure, but her biology, hyper-stimulated by the trauma and the sheer intensity of my assault, was completely surrendering to it.

"You belong to me," I snarled, pulling my head back to look at her bruised neck. "Your life belongs to me. You do not have permission to throw it away in the dark."

"I'm yours," she wept, her hips snapping forward to meet my thrusts, her feline instincts finally overriding her human despair. "I'm your shadow. I'm your weapon. Break me. Remake me."

I hammered into her, the rhythm becoming a frantic, desperate race against the void.

The smell of sex, sweat, and ash was intoxicating. The physical exertion was exactly what my own battered mind needed. It was an exorcism. I was fucking the horror of the Crimson Fang, the memory of the burning refugees, and the sickening, wet sound of the mercenaries dying out of my own head.

We were using each other to survive the night.

Mio’s legs locked tightly around my lower back. She wasn't just taking the impact anymore; she was actively participating, grinding her swollen clitoris against my pubic bone with every violent collision.

Her purr ignited.

It started low, a broken, rattling sound deep in her chest. As the pleasure mounted, pushing past the threshold of pain, the purr smoothed out, becoming a loud, continuous engine of raw, unadulterated need.

It was the sound of her soul fighting its way back to the surface.

"Master," she gasped, her eyes rolling back, her body trembling with the onset of an explosive climax. "The light... I feel the light!"

I didn't stop. I pushed her over the edge.

I reached down between our slick, grinding bodies. I found the swollen nub of her clitoris and pressed my thumb directly against it, applying a sharp, relentless pressure.

Mio shrieked.

Her climax hit her with catastrophic force. Her entire body went completely rigid against the stone wall. Her vaginal canal convulsed with bone-crushing intensity, milking my length with a series of deep, rippling spasms that squeezed the breath from my lungs.

"Yes!" I roared.

The extreme physical pressure triggered my own release.

The heavy, dark mana I had absorbed during the battle mixed with the pure, golden light of the 【Healing Embrace】.

I drove myself to the hilt and erupted.

I fired wave after wave of boiling hot, mana-infused seed deep into her womb. It wasn't just genetic material; it was a concentrated blast of pure vitality, a biological and magical command to continue existing.

I felt the golden light flare between us, washing over her internal organs, soothing the bruising of my rough assault, and pushing a profound, heavy warmth into the freezing cold center of her chest.

She absorbed it all, her body shuddering violently with every pulse of my climax. She drank down the life I was forcing into her, her purr vibrating so loudly it shook the stone at our backs.

We collapsed.

My legs finally gave out. The last reserves of my physical strength evaporated in the aftermath of the orgasm.

I slid down the wall, dragging Mio with me. We hit the cold stone floor in a tangled, sweating heap.

I didn't pull out. I stayed buried deep inside her, keeping us physically and completely connected.

I pulled her onto my lap. Her head rested against my chest, right over my hammering heart.

The alcove was silent again, save for our ragged, synchronized breathing and the fading, gentle rumble of her purr.

The frantic, desperate energy was gone. The chaotic storm of survivor's guilt had been violently purged, burned away in the crucible of our shared exhaustion.

Mio was limp in my arms. Her skin was flushed, radiating a healthy, natural heat that banished the freezing chill of the damp vault.

She slowly opened her golden eyes.

The emptiness was gone. They were exhausted, shadowed with a sorrow that would take years to fully heal, but they were alive. The spark of the Tamer's shadow had returned.

She lifted her right hand. Her fingers brushed against the silver hilts of Ruby's daggers, which had fallen to the stone floor beside us during our frantic stripping.

She didn't look at them with the paralyzing horror of guilt anymore.

She picked one up. Her grip was steady.

"She was the shield," Mio whispered, her voice soft, devoid of the earlier hysteria.

She looked up at me.

"I am the blade."

I ran my hand through her damp hair, kissing the soot-stained crown of her head.

"You are," I agreed quietly.

"I will not forget her, Ethan," Mio said, her thumb tracing the worn leather of the dagger's hilt. "But I will not die for her either. She bought my life with her own. I will not waste the coin."

It was the absolute, logical conclusion of a predator. Grief was a luxury that interfered with survival. She had processed the loss, accepted the pain, and integrated it into her permanent arsenal.

The silence in her head would never truly go away. The missing bond was a permanent scar.

But as she shifted in my lap, pulling me slightly deeper inside her, I knew she had found a way to bear the weight of it.

She pressed her ear against my bare chest, listening to the steady, rhythmic thud of my heartbeat.

"It's loud," she murmured, her eyes drifting shut as exhaustion finally claimed her. "Your heart. It fills the quiet."

I wrapped my heavy coat around her naked shoulders, shielding her from the damp air.

"Sleep, Mio," I whispered into the dark. "The fire is out. We made it."

I held her as her breathing slowed and she slipped into a deep, dreamless sleep.

I sat in the dark alcove for a long time, staring at the dim light of the mana crystals reflecting off the silver blades of the fallen sister.

We had survived the night. We had paid the butchers in blood, and we had anchored each other to the earth.

But as the adrenaline completely faded, leaving behind only the crushing, agonizing reality of our ruined city and our diminished numbers, I knew the hardest battle was still waiting for us in the morning.

We had to build an empire on top of the ashes.


Chapter 22: The Empire of Ashes

The heavy iron doors of the deep vault did not swing open easily. They protested, the metal hinges groaning against the weight of the waterlogged debris that had collapsed atop them during the night.

Thora did not ask for assistance. The Ogre planted her massive grey feet onto the stone steps, placed her broad shoulders against the iron, and pushed. The muscles in her thighs and back coiled like thick steel cables.

With a harsh, scraping shriek, the doors gave way, folding back to reveal the morning sky.

It was a sky stripped of illusion. The heavy, torrential rain had finally stopped, leaving behind a low ceiling of flat, slate-grey clouds.

I walked up the stone steps, stepping out of the stagnant, terrified air of the subterranean bunker and into the cold reality of the surface.

Mio walked a half-step behind my right shoulder. She wore a fresh leather tunic salvaged from the emergency supplies. The twin silver daggers that had belonged to her sister were strapped tightly to her hips. She moved with a terrifying, absolute stillness. The frantic, weeping woman who had shattered in my arms hours ago was locked away.

In her place walked the Tyrant’s shadow.

I crested the stairs and looked out over what used to be my sanctuary.

The devastation was absolute.

Aethelgard was gone. The wooden cabins, the carefully tilled gardens, the bustling workshops, and the warm, inviting hearths—they had all been erased. The firestorm, fueled by the Crimson Fang's alchemical weapons and amplified by our desperate countermeasures, had leveled the settlement to its stone foundations.

The air smelled of wet ash, scorched earth, and the sharp, metallic tang of rusted iron.

The ground was a treacherous landscape of black sludge and jagged, structural skeletons. Plumes of white steam hissed lazily from the deepest craters, where the rainwater continued to boil against the residual heat of the fused stone.

Behind me, the survivors began to file out of the vault.

They emerged slowly, blinking against the harsh, unfiltered daylight. Mothers clutching their kin, wounded Kobolds leaning heavily on their spears, Harpies with singed feathers wrapped tightly around their bodies.

They stepped into the ruins of their home, and a collective, suffocating silence fell over the crowd.

They looked at the blackened timber. They looked at the massive, glassy crater where the market square used to be. They looked at the piled, scorched armor of the mercenaries we had slaughtered, the meat already picked clean by Lilith’s lingering broods or dissolved by the fire.

I watched their faces. I waited for the wailing to begin. I expected them to drop to their knees and curse the heavens, to weep for the beds and the clothes and the meager safety they had lost.

But they didn't.

They looked at the destruction, and then they looked at the corpses of the enemy. There were hundreds of them. Thousands. The fields beyond the ruined palisade were carpeted in the dead.

The beastkin realized, in a profound, silent wave of collective comprehension, that the monsters who had come to put them back in cages had been utterly annihilated.

They had lost their wooden houses. But they had kept their lives.

Isolde stepped up beside me. She had not removed her armor. The white steel was battered, deeply scored by enemy blades, and permanently stained with the ghostly imprints of dried blood. She held her helmet under her left arm. Her beautiful, aristocratic face was pale, but her violet eyes were completely clear.

"The perimeter is totally silent, Master," the Knight Commander reported, her voice carrying a respectful, heavy resonance. "Sela's scouts have swept the immediate three-mile radius. There are no stragglers. There are no reinforcements. The Crimson Fang is broken."

"Have you gathered them?" I asked, my voice flat, betraying none of the physical exhaustion that still dragged at my bones.

"Yes."

Isolde gestured toward the center of the massive glass crater.

A makeshift altar had been erected from a slab of white marble that had once been the cornerstone of the town hall.

I walked toward it. The crowd parted instantly, their eyes tracking my every movement. They didn't look at me with the warm, familial affection they had shown the healer who had built their fences.

They looked at me with the primal, unadulterated awe reserved for an apex predator. They could feel the residual chill of the 【Mental Severance】 clinging to my aura. They knew what I had done in the dark.

I reached the marble slab.

Resting on the cold stone were eight glowing crystals.

When humans died, they left behind rotting meat and brittle bone. When the beastkin died, the pure, concentrated mana of their souls condensed, returning their physical forms to the earth and leaving behind only their cores.

Seven of the crystals were small, glowing with faint hues of blue and yellow. The cores of the Kobolds and the younger Cait Sith who had fallen holding the line.

In the center of the slab rested the eighth crystal.

It was larger than the others, jagged and unpolished, pulsing with a deep, vibrant emerald and crimson light.

Ruby.

I stopped in front of the altar. Mio stepped up beside me. She didn't reach for the crystal. She didn't cry. She simply stared at it, her jaw locked, her golden eyes burning with a cold, eternal flame.

I reached out and picked up the red stone.

It was heavy. It was warm. It vibrated against my palm, a faint, rhythmic thrumming that mimicked the heartbeat of the fierce, protective woman who had traded her life for my shadow.

I closed my fist around it. The sharp edges bit into my skin. I welcomed the pain. It was a physical anchor.

I turned around to face my people.

Fifty survivors. That was all that remained of the bustling sanctuary I had tried to build. Fifty battered, bleeding souls standing in a graveyard of glass and ash.

Sela slithered to the forefront of the crowd, her massive green coils sliding silently over the scorched earth. She raised her human torso high, her emerald eyes locked onto mine, waiting for the directive.

Thora stood behind the refugees, a towering grey sentinel. She held her massive iron club planted in the mud, her crimson eyes scanning the tree line, eternally vigilant.

High above, perched on the only remaining watchtower that hadn't completely collapsed, Sky folded her good wing. Her hawk-like gaze swept the horizon, the absolute ruler of the airspace.

And lurking in the deep shadows of the ruined manor, Lilith hung suspended by a single thread. Her red eyes gleamed in the dark, her gargantuan spider abdomen twitching with devoted anticipation.

They were waiting for me. They were waiting for the King to tell them what the new reality was.

"Look around you," I said.

I didn't shout. I didn't need to. The silence in the ruined city was so absolute that my voice carried perfectly, echoing off the cracked stone walls.

"Look at the ash. Look at the glass. Look at the bodies of the men who came to take this from you."

I held up my fist, the red glow of Ruby's crystal seeping through the cracks between my fingers.

"We built a village here," I continued, my voice steady, cold, and deliberately paced. "We built wooden walls and planted gardens. We tried to hide. We thought that if we were quiet enough, if we were peaceful enough, the world would forget about us."

I lowered my hand, my eyes sweeping over the faces of the terrified mothers and the wounded warriors.

"The world did not forget. The world saw a weakness. They saw a herd of sheep huddled in a pen, and they sent the wolves."

I took a slow, deliberate step forward, off the edge of the crater. My boots crunched loudly on the debris.

"The village is dead," I stated. The words were a definitive execution. "The sanctuary of frightened refugees died last night in the fire."

A ripple of nervous energy moved through the crowd. Some of the younger ones whimpered, misunderstanding my intent.

I did not offer them comfort. Comfort was a lie. Comfort made you soft.

"They burned our houses," I said, my voice dropping an octave, radiating a heavy, oppressive density that forced the crowd to stand perfectly still. "They slaughtered our sisters. They dropped a mountain of timber on our vanguard."

I opened my hand, revealing the glowing red crystal to the grey sky.

"This is the price of hiding. This is the tax the world demands when you ask for permission to exist."

I crushed my fingers tightly around the stone again.

"I am done asking for permission."

I looked at Isolde. The Knight Commander’s posture was rigid, her violet eyes burning with absolute, fanatical loyalty. She understood the shift. She had lived her entire life under the banner of conquest.

"We are not prey," I projected my voice outward, injecting a raw, dominating pulse of mana into my words. It hit the crowd like a physical wave, forcing them to lift their heads, forcing them to meet my gaze.

"We are the monsters they tell their children about in the dark. We are the nightmares they tried to burn. And last night, we proved exactly why they should be afraid of the dark."

I pointed toward the sprawling fields beyond the gates, where the three thousand Crimson Fang mercenaries lay rotting in the mud.

"An army came to eradicate us. And we butchered them. We dissolved them in the trees. We shattered their armor with our bare hands. We took their commander and turned him into meat."

I turned my gaze back to the center of the crowd.

"The era of the victim is over. We will no longer run. We will no longer hide behind wooden fences and hope the hunters pass us by."

I walked back up to the marble slab. I placed Ruby’s crystal gently in the center, a permanent monument to the catalyst of our evolution.

I turned and drew my sword.

The blade, still stained with the dark, necrotic venom Lilith had applied to it, hissed faintly in the damp air. I drove the tip of the sword violently into the stone ground at my feet.

The steel vibrated, a high, singing note that cut through the silence.

"This is no longer a camp," I declared, my voice echoing with the absolute, unyielding authority of a Tyrant claiming his domain. "This is no longer a village in the woods."

I looked at Mio. She stood perfectly straight, her hands resting lightly on the twin hilts of her sister's daggers.

"This is an Empire of Ashes."

I raised my head, projecting my voice to the sky, to the forest, to the distant mountains where the Free Cities and the Holy Order sat in their ignorant arrogance.

"I hereby claim this land, from the river to the peaks, not as a hiding place, but as a sovereign, independent fortress. I name this ground Sanctuary Aethelgard. And I declare it to be absolute territory."

The energy in the crowd shifted. The fear evaporated, burned away by the raw, intoxicating power radiating from my declaration.

"If the nobles in their high towers want to contract our deaths... let them. If the Holy Order wants to send their crusaders to purge the unclean... let them come."

I pulled the sword from the stone, raising it high above my head. The violet aura of my mana flared, illuminating the grey morning.

"We will not hide from them. We will meet them at the borders of our land. We will take their armies, we will break their siege engines, and we will mount the heads of their commanders on our walls as a warning to the rest of the world!"

I brought the sword down in a violent, sweeping arc.

"Anyone who steps foot in Aethelgard with a weapon drawn will never leave it alive. This is my law. This is my vow."

I stopped. I let the words hang in the heavy, humid air.

I waited for the hesitation. I waited for someone to tell me that war was madness, that three thousand was a fluke, that we could not fight the entire world.

There was no hesitation.

Mio was the first.

She drew both of Ruby’s silver daggers. She didn't raise them to the sky. She crossed the blades sharply over her own chest, right over her heart, and dropped to one knee in the wet ash.

She bowed her head. It was the salute of an assassin pledging her blade to the throne.

Isolde moved next. The towering Knight Commander unslung her massive greatsword. She drove the blade into the glass crater with a deafening CRACK. She dropped heavily to one knee, bowing her armored head so low her blonde hair brushed the mud.

"My sword is yours, my King," Isolde’s voice boomed from within her helmet. "Until the world is entirely consumed by your fire."

A massive, rumbling roar shook the ground. Thora pounded her enormous grey fists against her chest, a primal beat of absolute submission. The Ogre dropped to both knees, pressing her forehead directly against the cold stone of the plaza.

Sela did not kneel. She could not. Instead, she coiled her thirty-foot emerald tail into a tight, elevated spiral. She rested her human torso atop the coils, lowering her head and crossing her arms over her chest in a gesture of profound, calculating reverence.

"The ledger is yours to command, Master," the Lamia hissed, her lips curving into a dangerous, fanged smile. "We will balance the scales in blood."

From the watchtower, Sky leaped onto the highest remaining battlement. She could not fly, but she ignored the pain of her bound wing, snapping her single good wing open to catch the morning wind and steady her balance.

She threw her head back and let out a triumphant, predatory shriek that echoed across the valley, claiming the sky itself for the new Empire.

And from the shadows of the manor, Lilith’s voice slithered into my mind, thick with dark, venomous worship.

I will spin the borders, my King. I will make the earth itself a trap for your enemies.

The crowd of refugees looked at my generals. They looked at the monsters submitting entirely to my will.

And then, as one single, unified organism, the remaining beastkin dropped to their knees.

There were no more tears. There was no more weeping for the lost village.

They looked up at me with eyes that burned with a new, terrifying light. It was the light of the oppressed realizing they had finally found a weapon sharp enough to cut their chains.

They didn't want a healer anymore. They wanted a butcher to protect them.

I stood in the center of the crater, surrounded by kneeling monsters and the ashes of my former life.

The weight of the crown settled onto my shoulders. It was heavy. It was forged in the slaughter of five hundred men and the agonizing loss of a sister. It was a crown made of blood, venom, and steel.

It fit perfectly.

"Rise," I commanded.

They stood up. The sound of shifting leather, clanking armor, and scraping scales filled the plaza.

"The mourning period is over," I stated, sheathing my sword with a sharp, definitive click.

"We have no walls. We have no roof. We have no food stores."

I looked at Mio, who had risen to her feet, her eyes locked onto mine.

"Gather the able-bodied. Strip the dead mercenaries of their armor, their weapons, and their coin. Salvage the timber from the siege engines. We do not rebuild the cabins."

I turned my gaze to Isolde and Thora.

"We build the Keep. We build the barracks. We dig the moat deeper, and we line it with the bones of the Crimson Fang."

I turned back to the crowd.

"Work. Eat. Sleep. And prepare. Because when the world realizes the wolf did not return from the forest... they will send the hunters."

I turned my back on the altar and the crowd, walking toward the ruined shell of the manor.

"Let's get to work," I said, my voice cutting through the damp morning air, and the absolute silence of the graveyard finally gave way to the harsh, grinding sounds of reconstruction.


Chapter 23: Rebuilding the Core

Thwack.

The iron axe bit deeply into the trunk of the felled pine. Wood chips flew into the air, scattering across the damp grass.

Thwack.

I wrenched the blade free and swung again. The muscles in my shoulders burned. My lower back ached with a dull, persistent throb. Sweat poured down my face, stinging my eyes and soaking the waistband of my trousers.

I didn't stop. I welcomed the burn. I craved the friction of the rough wooden handle scraping against my palms, deliberately rubbing the skin raw.

A hundred yards away, the ruined center of Aethelgard was a theater of impossible, magical industry.

Brynn had deployed three massive, steam-powered dwarven cranes salvaged from her hidden caches. The machines belched black smoke into the grey sky, their iron gears grinding loudly as they hoisted cyclopean blocks of granite into place.

Beside the cranes, Elara floated a few feet off the ground on a disc of compressed air. The High Elf’s silver hair whipped around her face as she conducted a symphony of earth magic. With sweeps of her elegant hands, she drew liquid stone from the deep bedrock, fusing the granite blocks together without a single ounce of mortar.

They were building a fortress. They were erecting walls fifty feet high, thick enough to withstand a direct strike from a siege engine. They were creating an impenetrable shell for the Empire of Ashes.

I was building a cabin.

I stood in the exact spot by the river bend where I had constructed our very first home. The original structure had burned to the ground during the firestorm, reduced to nothing but a charred rectangle of earth.

I had stripped off my coat and shirt. I had deactivated 【Physical Enhancement】. I had consciously locked away the golden light of the 【Healing Embrace】.

I wanted the blisters. I needed to feel the physical toll of creation.

When I wore the crown of the Tyrant, life and death were reduced to simple mathematics. Human bodies were just resources to be manipulated, drained, or disassembled. The absolute zero of my mind was a perfect weapon, but it was entirely devoid of humanity.

If I stayed in that cold void, I would become exactly what the Crimson Fang believed I was. A monster.

I drove the axe into the wood one last time, severing the final branch from the trunk. I tossed the tool aside and wiped my slick forehead with the back of my forearm.

"The structural integrity of that timber is acceptable," a haughty, melodic voice noted.

Elara descended from the sky, stepping gracefully off her wind disc. She wore a pristine white robe that completely repelled the ambient soot and mud of the construction site. She looked at my sweat-drenched, dirt-streaked torso with a mixture of clinical curiosity and unmistakable hunger.

"But your methodology is highly inefficient, Ethan," she continued, gliding closer. "I could shape a domicile from the living bedrock in precisely fourteen seconds. Brynn could deploy a prefabricated iron bunker in under an hour."

"I know," I said, picking up a drawknife to begin stripping the bark from the pine log.

Brynn stomped up behind the Elf. The dwarven smith was covered head to toe in thick black grease. She pushed her heavy brass goggles up onto her forehead, revealing bright, calculating eyes.

"She's right, boss," Brynn grunted, kicking a pile of wood shavings with her heavy steel-toed boot. "You're swinging that axe like a common laborer. You're the King. You point, we build. Why are you out here giving yourself splinters?"

I stopped peeling the bark. I looked at the two brilliant, incredibly powerful women standing before me.

"Because a fortress keeps the enemy out," I said quietly, my chest heaving as I caught my breath. "But a home keeps us together."

Elara tilted her head, her long, pointed ears twitching slightly.

"You are building the outer shell," I explained, gesturing toward the massive stone walls rising in the distance. "It will be cold. It will be imposing. It needs to be. But the people living inside those walls need to know that the man leading them hasn't lost his mind."

I looked down at my hands. A fresh blister had popped at the base of my thumb, leaking clear fluid and a drop of blood.

"I need to build this one by hand," I said, looking back at them. "I need them to see that I can still create things. Not just destroy them."

Elara’s jade-green eyes softened. The clinical detachment vanished, replaced by a profound, respectful understanding. She stepped forward, ignoring the mud, and pressed a cool, elegant hand flat against my sweaty chest.

"You are a very complex anomaly, Ethan," she murmured, her thumb brushing over my heartbeat. "A tyrant who bleeds for his subjects. We will secure the perimeter. Build your heart."

She turned and walked away, pulling a grumbling Brynn back toward the massive construction site.

I returned to the log.

The physical rhythm of the work was a meditation. Strip the bark. Measure the length. Cut the notches.

An hour passed. The pile of processed timber grew.

"You are overheating."

The voice was accompanied by a sudden, shocking wave of cold.

Sela slithered out from the tall reeds by the riverbank. The Lamia carried a large leather waterskin in her hands. Her emerald scales glistened with moisture.

She didn't stop at the edge of the clearing. She glided directly up to me, her long, serpentine lower half sliding effortlessly over the scattered wood chips.

She uncorked the waterskin and held it to my lips.

I drank greedily. The water was icy cold, straight from the deep current of the river.

"Thank you," I gasped, wiping my mouth.

Sela didn't step back. She closed the distance, wrapping her thick, powerful tail around my waist and my thighs.

The sudden contact with her cold-blooded anatomy was a violent shock to my overheated system. It drew the excess heat from my skin instantly, dropping my core temperature with a heavy, soothing weight.

"You are punishing your flesh," Sela hissed softly. She draped her human arms over my shoulders. Her breasts pressed against my chest, the soft, pale skin chilling my sweat.

"I'm grounding it," I corrected, resting my hands on her narrow waist.

Sela leaned in. Her long, forked tongue darted out, tracing a slow, wet line up the center of my chest, licking the salt and sweat from my skin.

"You taste of pine resin and exertion," she purred, her emerald eyes half-lidded. "The Tamer is back. The ice in your eyes is gone."

"It's just sleeping," I warned her gently.

"Good," she whispered, kissing my jawline. "Keep it asleep until we need it again. For now, just be warm."

She unwrapped her coils, sliding away with a lingering, possessive stroke of her hands down my arms. She left the waterskin on a nearby stump and slithered back toward the river to oversee the dredging operations.

I picked up the heavy sledgehammer. It was time to start driving the foundation stakes.

I positioned the first thick ironwood stake over the dug hole. I raised the hammer high.

A massive grey hand smoothly intercepted the hammer's handle before I could swing.

"Master," Thora rumbled softly. "Your hands are shaking. You will miss the strike and shatter your shin."

I looked up. The Ogre stood beside me. She looked rested, though the sorrow of the previous night still shadowed her reddish-brown eyes.

She didn't take the hammer from me. She simply placed her massive hands over mine, guiding my grip.

"Allow me to bear the weight," she offered gently.

She stepped behind me, enveloping me in her massive frame. She wrapped her thick arms around my chest, her hands covering mine on the haft of the sledgehammer.

Together, we raised the heavy iron block.

"On three," she murmured, her deep voice vibrating directly into my spine. "One. Two. Three."

She provided the raw, unstoppable kinetic force. I provided the aim and the angle.

BANG.

The ironwood stake drove three feet into the solid earth in a single, perfectly distributed strike.

We moved to the next corner. We repeated the process. It was an intimate, synchronized dance of brutal manual labor. I felt her massive breasts pressing softly against my back with every swing, the heat of her towering body enveloping me.

She didn't speak again until all four foundation pillars were set perfectly in the earth.

She stepped back, releasing my hands.

"The foundation is secure," Thora said, a faint, proud blush coloring her grey cheeks. "It will not fall."

"Because you anchored it," I said, turning to look at her. I reached out and patted her massive bicep. "Thank you, Thora."

She ducked her head, a shy smile touching her lips, and jogged off toward the stone quarry to assist Brynn's cranes.

The sun began its descent, painting the thick, grey clouds with streaks of dull orange and purple.

I hoisted the heavy crossbeams into place. My muscles screamed, but the frame of the cabin was finally taking shape. It was a simple, one-room square. It was entirely unpretentious.

It was perfect.

I heard the soft flutter of feathers.

Sky landed lightly on the newly raised roof ridge. Her broken wing was still tightly bound to her chest, but she balanced perfectly on the narrow beam using her good wing and her sharp talons.

She looked down at me, her white-blonde hair catching the fading light.

"It's small," she observed, tilting her head.

"It's exactly the same size as the first one," I replied, wiping my hands on a rag.

Sky smiled. It was the first genuine smile I had seen from her since the ambush in the forest.

"I know," the Harpy said softly. "It smells like the first day. It smells like safety."

She hopped down from the beam, landing softly in the dirt beside me. She stepped close, resting her forehead against my shoulder.

"The sky is empty without you flying in it," I told her, wrapping one arm carefully around her back, avoiding her injured wing.

"I will fly again," she promised fiercely. "Faster. Higher. The Tamer fixed my bones. The King gave me an Empire to guard."

She kissed my cheek, her lips soft and fleeting, and walked toward the center of the settlement to join the evening watch.

I turned around.

Isolde stood at the edge of the clearing. She had finally removed her armor. She wore a simple, dark blue tunic and thick leather trousers. She looked like a normal woman, save for the faint, violet glow emanating from the seam at her neck.

She held a small wooden bucket and a clean towel.

She walked over to me. She didn't say a word. She dipped the towel into the bucket of warm water and gently began to wipe the grime, sawdust, and dried blood from my face and neck.

Her touch was incredibly tender, entirely contrary to the absolute devastation she had unleashed the night before.

"You built a house today," Isolde murmured, scrubbing a stubborn patch of soot from my collarbone.

"I laid the bones," I corrected. "The walls are still bare."

"It is enough," she said, her violet eyes meeting mine. "You showed them the hands of the creator. They needed to see that the hands that broke the Crimson Fang could still build a shelter."

She finished cleaning my chest. She dropped the towel into the bucket.

She reached up, placing both her hands on my cheeks. She leaned in and kissed me. It wasn't a desperate, battle-fueled clash of teeth. It was deep, slow, and profoundly reverent.

"The Tamer is the heart of Aethelgard," Isolde whispered against my lips. "Never forget that, Ethan."

She pulled away, picked up the bucket, and walked back toward the barracks.

Night fully descended.

The massive mana-torches ignited along the newly constructed outer walls, casting long, stark shadows across the valley.

I stood alone inside the skeletal frame of the cabin. The roof was bare timber, open to the stars. The floor was just packed dirt.

I walked to the center of the room, right where the hearth used to be.

A shadow detached itself from the darkness of the doorway.

Mio stepped over the wooden threshold.

She moved silently, her boots making no sound on the earth. She walked to the wall frame, running her fingertips lightly over the fresh, fragrant cuts in the pine.

She looked at the dimensions. She looked at the placement of the door.

"It's the same," Mio whispered, her voice tight with emotion.

"Down to the inch," I confirmed.

She turned to face me. The golden light of her eyes cut through the gloom of the unlit cabin.

"Why?" she asked, taking a slow step toward the center of the room. "We have an Empire now. We have dwarven stone and elven magic. Why build a wooden box?"

"Because the stone keeps the world out," I said, closing the distance between us. "But this box... this is where we started. This is where I promised you that you would never have to hide again."

I stopped inches from her.

"The world outside changed yesterday, Mio. I changed. I became something cold. Something terrible."

Mio reached out. She didn't flinch away. She placed her hands flat against my bare chest, right over my heart.

"You became the monster we needed," she stated fiercely. "You became the weapon that saved us."

She slid her hands slowly up my chest, her fingers curling over my shoulders.

"But you are standing here, covered in sawdust and sweat. You built this with your own bleeding hands." She looked up, her expression a mix of profound adoration and desperate need. "The Tyrant slaughtered the wolves. But the Tamer built the nest."

She pushed forward, backing me up until my spine hit the rough, unfinished timber of the central support pillar.

"Claim the nest, Ethan," she demanded, her voice dropping into a heavy, vibrating purr. "Prove to me that the man I love is still inside."

I didn't need to be told twice.

I grabbed her waist, lifting her entirely off the dirt floor.

Mio wrapped her long, muscular legs around my hips, locking her ankles behind my back. With her left arm still trembling and pressed protectively against her side, she used her right arm to pull my head down tightly against her neck.

I backed her against the adjacent wall frame. The fresh pine bark scraped against her leather tunic, but she didn't care.

She crashed her mouth against mine.

It was a kiss of pure, unadulterated fire. The desperate, grief-stricken frenzy of the alcove was gone. This was an assertion of life. This was a reclamation of our territory.

I tore my mouth away, kissing a path down her jaw and biting gently into the sensitive juncture of her neck.

She gasped, throwing her head back.

My hands dropped to her thighs. I found the hem of her leather leggings and tore the fabric aside.

She was already slick. The heavy, musky scent of her arousal filled the open air of the cabin, mixing intoxicatingly with the sharp, clean smell of the fresh-cut pine.

I didn't bother unbuttoning my trousers. I shoved the fabric down.

I lined myself up with her dripping core.

"Look at me," I commanded, my voice rough.

She opened her eyes. The golden irises were completely dilated, burning with absolute submission and overwhelming lust.

I thrust my hips forward, burying myself deep inside her with a single, smooth stroke.

Mio let out a long, shuddering moan. Her internal muscles immediately clamped down around me, a tight, scalding grip that pulled me flush against her body.

"Yes," she breathed, her nails digging into my shoulders. "Real. You're real."

I set the pace. It wasn't the frantic, punishing rhythm of survival. It was deep, heavy, and deliberately slow.

I pulled back until only the tip remained inside, dragging out the agonizing friction, and then drove forward, sinking to the hilt.

Slap.

The sound of our bodies colliding echoed off the bare wooden beams.

"Ethan," she whimpered, her hips rolling forward to meet my thrusts, maximizing the depth of every penetration.

"I'm right here," I promised, increasing the speed.

I gripped the back of her thighs, hoisting her slightly higher against the rough timber. The friction was incredible. The sweat on our bodies acted as a natural seal, gluing our chests together.

I didn't use any magic. I didn't use the Ogre's density.

This was just me. Flesh, blood, and the overwhelming desire to fill the emptiness inside the woman I loved.

Mio’s purr vibrated through my chest. It grew louder, a continuous, rumbling engine that resonated through the wooden frame of the cabin.

"Harder," she panted, her teeth grazing my earlobe. "Mark the walls. Make them know this is ours."

I obliged. I slammed into her with everything I had.

The wooden pillar behind her creaked in protest against the violent rhythm.

Mio’s body went taut. Her legs locked around my waist with an unyielding grip.

"Master!" she cried out, her voice a sharp, piercing note of absolute ecstasy.

Her climax ripped through her. Her vaginal walls convulsed violently, milking my length with a series of deep, rhythmic spasms that completely shattered my control.

I groaned, burying my face in her neck, and emptied myself into her.

I pumped wave after wave of hot seed deep into her core, sealing the foundation of our new home with the most primal offering I possessed.

We stayed pinned against the wooden wall, completely breathless, the only sound the heavy thud of our synchronized heartbeats and the fading rumble of her purr.

I slowly let her legs slide down until her boots touched the dirt floor.

I didn't pull out. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tight against the fresh timber.

Mio rested her forehead against my chest. She was smiling. It was a small, exhausted smile, but it reached her eyes.

"It's a good cabin," she whispered into the dark.

I looked up at the open roof, at the grey clouds parting to reveal a single, bright star shining through the haze.

The core of Aethelgard was restored.

"It's a good start," I agreed.

I closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of fresh pine, sweet sweat, and the unmistakable, comforting weight of the woman in my arms. For the first time since the fire began, the silence wasn't a void. It was home.


Chapter 24: The Silk Throne

The morning air smelled of wet stone and pulverized granite.

I stood in the doorway of the newly framed pine cabin, watching the Empire of Ashes rise from the dirt. The flat, grey clouds of yesterday had broken, allowing harsh shafts of sunlight to illuminate the frenetic, impossible industry consuming the ruined plaza.

Brynn’s massive steam cranes dominated the skyline, hoisting blocks of dark stone that weighed several tons each. Elara floated above the perimeter, her hands weaving complex geometric patterns in the air as she fused the defensive wall into a single, seamless monolith. The noise was deafening—the shriek of grinding gears, the heavy, rhythmic thud of stone settling onto stone, and the sharp barks of the dwarven smith directing the able-bodied beastkin refugees.

They were building the fortress. I had a different piece of the infrastructure to secure.

I stepped out of the cabin. Mio fell into step beside me instantly. She wore her salvaged leather armor, the twin silver daggers resting against her thighs. Her golden eyes were clear, sweeping the ruined streets with the cold, calculating precision of a veteran killer. The frantic grief was gone, locked away beneath a thick layer of absolute loyalty.

"The perimeter is loud today," Mio noted, her ears twitching at the sound of a steam whistle.

"The noise is a deterrent," I replied, adjusting the collar of my coat. "It tells the world we are not hiding. But the true deterrent is waiting in the dark."

We walked away from the construction, heading north.

The transition was jarring. One moment, we were in the center of a chaotic, deafening building site. The next, as we crossed the threshold of the northern tree line, we stepped into an absolute vacuum.

The ancient oak forest was a graveyard suspended in mid-air.

The sunlight barely penetrated the canopy here. Lilith’s web domain stretched for miles, a massive, three-dimensional labyrinth of translucent razor-silk and thick, white adhesive cables.

I activated my 【Divine Eye Appraisal】. The biometric feedback was entirely static.

The five hundred Crimson Fang mercenaries who had fled into these woods two nights ago were completely gone. The Arachne’s necrotic venom had done its work. The suspended cocoons hanging from the upper branches no longer dripped. They were dry, hollow husks of grey silk, containing nothing but polished bones and empty armor.

Lilith had drained an entire vanguard in a single night.

I walked along the forest floor. The ground was carpeted in adhesive webbing, designed to permanently trap anything that touched it. But as my boots neared the silk, the microscopic magical signatures recognized my mana. The adhesive deactivated instantly, turning the deadly snare into a smooth, frictionless carpet.

Mio walked perfectly in my footprints, her feline grace ensuring she didn't trigger a single tripwire.

"It smells like death," Mio murmured, her nose wrinkling slightly.

"It smells like a border wall," I corrected her.

We reached the center of the web domain. This was the deepest, darkest part of the forest, where four gargantuan oak trees grew closely together, forming a natural wooden cathedral.

In the center of this clearing hung the Guildmaster of the Crimson Fang.

Garm was suspended upside down, ten feet off the ground. He was bound in thick layers of heavily reinforced silk. He was not dead. The biological parameters on my system interface confirmed a steady, artificially maintained heart rate.

His massive chest cavity was grotesquely swollen, distended far beyond human limits. The skin of his stomach was stretched thin, translucent and heavily bruised. Beneath the flesh, a sickly, bioluminescent purple light pulsed rhythmically.

Lilith's brood was growing inside him.

His eyes were open. They were bloodshot, completely vacant, locked in a state of perpetual, agonizing stasis. A thick gag of silk kept his screams confined to wet, gurgling whimpers in his throat.

I stood beneath him, looking up at the man who had ordered my people burned. I felt nothing. No pity. No revulsion. Just the cold, mathematical satisfaction of a utilized resource.

Master.

The voice echoed directly into my mind, a dark, vibrating purr that bypassed my eardrums entirely.

I looked up into the canopy.

Lilith did not descend on a single thread this time. She moved with an eerie, terrifying majesty. Her massive, black chitinous abdomen glided silently down the sheer vertical trunk of the largest oak. Her eight gargantuan legs clicked with rhythmic precision, the sharp, spiked tips piercing the bark to anchor her immense weight.

She stopped when she reached the lowest branch, suspending herself directly above Garm’s bloated form.

Her human torso was pristine, her pale skin glowing in the gloom. She wore nothing but a few strategic bands of sheer, black spider-silk across her heavy breasts and waist. Her red eyes were dilated, locked onto me with an intensity that bordered on absolute madness.

"My King," she breathed, her voice echoing through the acoustic dampening of the webs. "You grace my parlor."

"The forest is quiet, Lilith," I said, my voice carrying the heavy resonance of the Tyrant.

"The meat has been fully processed," she purred, her long tongue darting out to wet her fangs. She looked down at Garm. "Only the incubator remains. The children are feeding well. They will hatch strong. They will hatch hungry."

She looked back at me, her expression shifting from sadistic pride to deep, submissive need.

"I spun the borders. I kept the perimeter silent. I fed the earth. Does the King approve of my nest?"

"The trap is efficient," I stated. "But a trap is a passive tool. I did not come here to inspect a tool. I came to formally integrate a Queen."

Lilith let out a sharp, breathless gasp. Her eight massive legs twitched, digging deeper into the oak bark. The word Queen struck her biology like a physical blow, igniting the obsessive, territorial instincts buried deep in her monster core.

I turned my head slightly, looking at Mio.

"Secure the perimeter of the clearing," I ordered quietly. "Ensure we are not interrupted."

Mio did not hesitate. She gave a sharp nod, drew a single silver dagger, and vanished into the shadows of the surrounding trees, becoming a silent ghost in the dark.

I looked back up at the Arachne.

"Come down," I commanded.

Lilith dropped from the branch. She didn't land on the forest floor. She spun a thick, flat hammock of pure, white silk between the trunks of two adjacent trees in a fraction of a second, landing softly onto the suspended platform. It hovered three feet above the ground, right beside the hanging body of the mercenary commander.

I stepped up to the edge of the silk bed.

The sheer scale of her monstrous lower half was overwhelming up close. The black chitin was hard as iron, glistening with a dark, iridescent sheen. But the human torso that grew from the front of it was soft, fragile, and utterly captivating.

She bowed her head, her midnight hair cascading over her pale shoulders. She placed her human hands flat on the silk, lowering her chest until she was entirely prostrate before me.

"I am yours, Ethan," she whispered, her voice trembling. "My venom is your blade. My webs are your shield. Claim the spider. Bind me to the throne of ashes."

I reached out and grabbed the thick, silky strands of her hair. I didn't pull her up gently. I jerked her head back, forcing her to look me directly in the eye.

"You are a creature of extreme violence, Lilith," I said, my voice dropping into a harsh, vibrating register that resonated with the residual mana in the air. "You dissolve men from the inside out. You breed nightmares in living flesh."

I stepped onto the edge of the silk hammock. It held my weight effortlessly, yielding slightly under my boots.

"You are a monster," I continued, tracing my thumb over her soft, pale jawline, stopping right at the edge of her elongated fangs. "And that is exactly why you belong to me."

Lilith whimpered. It was a sound of pure, unadulterated surrender. The terrifying apex predator of the northern woods was begging to be conquered.

I released her hair and grabbed the thin bands of black silk wrapping her breasts. With a single, sharp pull, I tore them away.

Her heavy, pale breasts spilled out, the dark areolas peaking instantly in the cool forest air. Her chest heaved, her breathing ragged and shallow.

I stepped fully onto the hammock, standing between her two front legs. The thick, spiked limbs bracketed my waist, locking me into her immediate physical space. The heat radiating from her massive chitinous body was intense, smelling of orchids and heavy, predatory musk.

"I require a Warden for the North," I stated, my hands dropping to the juncture where her pale human skin met the hard black shell of her spider abdomen. "I require an absolute perimeter. Nothing enters this forest without your permission. And nothing leaves it without mine."

"Yes," she gasped, her hands gripping my hips. "I will spin a fortress of thread. I will melt the flesh of any man who dares to look at your borders."

"Show me the core," I ordered.

Lilith obeyed instantly.

She reared her human torso back, her spine arching at an extreme angle. Right below her human waist, at the ventral juncture where soft skin met her massive spider abdomen, the thick chitinous plates shifted.

They slid back with a wet, heavy sound, revealing her reproductive core.

It was a stark contrast to her human upper half. It was a vertical, heavily ribbed slit of dark purple flesh, slick with a thick, viscous fluid that smelled incredibly potent. It was an alien, terrifying anatomy designed to take massive biological punishment and birth legions.

The sight of it, combined with the sheer, dominating power of the situation, bypassed my logical constraints entirely.

My biological imperatives surged. The Tamer demanded control. The Tyrant demanded absolute physical ownership.

I didn't bother unbuttoning my trousers. I tore the front ties open, freeing my heavy, fully rigid erection. The air hit my skin, but I barely felt it over the intense, radiating heat coming from her exposed core.

Lilith’s red eyes dilated until they were almost completely black. She stared at my rigid length, her human lips parting in a silent gasp.

"Master," she pleaded, her spider legs twitching frantically, the sharp tips tearing small holes in the silk hammock beneath us. "Please. The nest is empty. Fill the Queen. Breed the monster."

I didn't offer any gentle preparation. Her biology didn't require it. The heavy, dripping arousal coating her purple folds was already excessive, a physical manifestation of her desperate need to be claimed.

I gripped the thick, hard chitin on either side of her exposed core to anchor myself. I aligned my hips, pulling her massive weight slightly forward.

I drove myself inward with a single, brutal, uninterrupted thrust.

Lilith screamed.

It was a deafening, echoing shriek that bounced off the trees and shook the canopy. It was a sound of absolute, mind-shattering ecstasy.

Her internal anatomy was completely unlike a human’s. It was incredibly deep, heavily ridged, and scalding hot. The muscular rings clamped down around my shaft with the force of a hydraulic press, instantly trying to milk the seed from my body.

"Gods above!" I snarled, my head falling back. The physical sensation was overwhelming, a chaotic mixture of intense pressure and raw, friction-heavy heat.

The Arachne’s eight massive legs instantly wrapped around my body, pulling me flush against her human torso and her hard, chitinous abdomen. She locked me into a cage of spiked limbs, securing her prey with terrifying, inescapable strength.

But I was not prey.

I planted my boots firmly on the yielding silk of the hammock and pushed back.

I tore myself almost completely out of her tight, gripping sheath, the sound a loud, wet squelch that echoed in the silent clearing.

I slammed back in, burying myself to the hilt.

Slap.

The impact vibrated through her entire massive frame. Lilith threw her head back, her fangs fully extending, dripping venom that hissed as it hit the silk beside us.

"Yes!" she wailed, her human hands clawing desperately at my back, her nails tearing through my shirt to score my flesh. "Deeper! Break the Queen! Claim the dark!"

I established a punishing, relentless rhythm. I didn't care about making love. I cared about establishing absolute, undeniable authority. I was pounding my dominance into the deepest, most primal layers of her biological programming.

The mechanical efficiency of the act was staggering. I used the residual, heavy mana in my core to reinforce my lower back and hips, allowing me to drive into her with the kinetic force of a battering ram.

Every thrust was a collision of worlds. The fragile, human King breaking the terrifying, monstrous Queen in the center of a graveyard.

Above us, Garm’s bloated body swayed gently on its tether, an unconscious witness to the absolute depravity occurring below. The bioluminescent eggs in his stomach pulsed in time with the violent slapping of my hips against her chitin.

"You are the Warden!" I roared, gripping her pale human shoulders, my thumbs pressing hard into her collarbones.

I slammed forward, feeling the thick, internal muscles of her cervix yield against the head of my cock.

"Yes, Master!" she sobbed, her red eyes rolling back.

"This forest is yours to kill in!" I continued, withdrawing and driving back in, the friction generating a blistering heat that felt like it was going to melt my skin. "But your life, your loyalty, and your venom belong entirely to me!"

"Yours!" Lilith shrieked, her massive abdomen bucking wildly against my hips. "Only yours! I am the King's spider!"

The physical exertion was immense. Her internal temperature was skyrocketing, the slick, viscous fluid coating my shaft turning into a frictionless, scalding oil.

She was fighting to pull me deeper, her heavy internal rings contracting in a rapid, chaotic sequence that aggressively milked the length of my cock. It was a biological imperative, her monster anatomy attempting to extract the maximum genetic and magical payload.

The sensory overload was breaking through my control. The smell of her heavy musk, the sight of her beautiful human face twisted in absolute agony and pleasure, the terrifying cage of her spiked legs—it all coalesced into a single, overwhelming singularity of lust.

"Ethan!" she screamed, her jaw clamping down. She didn't bite me, but she bit the air right next to my ear, her fangs clicking together loudly. "The web! The web is breaking!"

Her climax hit her with the force of a natural disaster.

The massive Arachne went completely rigid. Her human torso bowed backward so far her head touched the chitin of her abdomen. Her internal muscles clamped down with vice-like intensity, locking my cock in a suffocating grip of pure, spasming heat.

A thick, dark wave of her potent, monster mana surged into me through our physical connection, hitting my core like a localized earthquake.

The pressure in my groin hit the absolute limit.

I let out a harsh, feral growl. I wrapped my arms tightly around her human torso, pulling her flush against my chest, and surrendered to the release.

I emptied myself into her core.

I pumped wave after wave of boiling hot, magically charged seed deep into her reproductive tract. I didn't hold back a single drop. I flooded her anatomy with the physical manifestation of my absolute dominance.

Lilith shuddered violently with every pulse of my climax. She absorbed the heavy payload, her body drinking down the dense, potent mana required to fuel her horrific biology.

She let out a long, vibrating purr that resonated deep within her chest, a sound of profound, unadulterated biological satisfaction.

We remained locked together on the silk hammock for several minutes. The only sounds in the clearing were our ragged, synchronized breathing and the faint, wet pulsing of the eggs suspended above us.

My legs were shaking. The sheer physical output required to match her monstrous stamina had completely drained my reserves.

Slowly, the vice-like grip of her internal muscles relaxed. Her eight massive legs uncoiled from my body, dropping to rest softly on the silk.

I pulled back.

The separation was a heavy, slow drag. A thick string of my seed, mixed with her dark purple arousal, stretched between us before finally snapping, dripping onto the pristine white silk of the bed.

I buttoned my trousers with trembling fingers. The cold forest air rushed back in, cooling the sweat on my chest.

Lilith did not move to cover herself. She lay on the hammock, her human torso propped up on her elbows. Her pale skin was flushed, radiating a deep, satisfied heat. Her red eyes tracked my every movement, completely devoid of their usual sadistic edge. They were soft, adoring, and perfectly tame.

The massive chitinous plates on her abdomen slowly slid shut, sealing the core, locking my genetic material and my mana safely inside her.

"It is done," she whispered, her voice a husky, contented hum. "The Queen is bound."

I reached down and wiped a streak of sweat from her forehead.

"You are the Warden of the North," I confirmed, my voice steadying as my heartbeat decelerated. "The perimeter is yours to command. Spin your traps. Melt the intruders. I want this forest to become a legend of terror in the Free Cities."

Lilith smiled. It was a terrifying expression, beautiful and completely devoid of human mercy.

"They will never see the threads, my King," she promised. "They will only feel the bite."

I stepped off the silk hammock, my boots hitting the solid, adhesive-free floor of the clearing.

I adjusted my coat, feeling the lingering rush of her dark mana settling into my core.

The borders were secured. The apex predator was leashed to the throne.

"Finish your work here," I told her, glancing up at the suspended, bloated form of Garm. "And then join the council at the Keep at dusk. We have an Empire to organize."

"Yes, Master," Lilith purred, bowing her head.

I turned my back on the Arachne and her gruesome, hanging garden. I walked out of the cathedral of trees, back toward the edge of the forest.

Mio materialized from the shadows near the tree line, falling silently into step beside me. She didn't ask questions. She had felt the massive surge of mana through the pack bond. She knew the integration was complete.

We walked out of the dark, silent canopy and back into the harsh, grey light of the construction zone.

The steam cranes were still grinding. The stones were still falling into place.

Aethelgard was transforming from a village of refugees into an impenetrable fortress. And I was transforming from a healer into a warlord.

I looked toward the southern horizon, toward the distant, invisible lines of the Free Cities. They had sent an army to burn my home. They had drawn first blood.

The defense was over.

As I walked back into the chaotic noise of my rising Empire, the grinding of the steam cranes sounded less like construction, and more like the beating of a war drum.


Chapter 25: Epilogue - Eyes on the Horizon

Three months had passed since the sky rained ash and fire upon our valley.

The seasons had turned. The humid, suffocating heat of the late summer had given way to the biting, crisp winds of late autumn. Frost coated the tall grass of the surrounding plains each morning, a pale imitation of the devastation that had once leveled this land.

I sat at the head of a massive, rectangular table carved entirely from the single, solid ironwood trunk of a Crimson Fang battering ram.

My throne was not a gilded chair of velvet and gold. It was forged from the melted, fused breastplates of the heavy infantry I had slaughtered in the residential district. The jagged edges had been smoothed down by Brynn's hammers, lined with the pelts of direwolves stripped from the enemy commanders.

It was a seat built from the corpses of my enemies. It was utterly devoid of comfort. It was designed to keep the occupant completely alert.

The war room was located at the very peak of the newly constructed Keep. The walls surrounding me were solid, black granite, three feet thick, insulated against the approaching winter and entirely impervious to standard siege artillery.

The air in the room was heavy, smelling of ink, melting wax, and the faint, lingering scent of ozone that constantly radiated from my own skin.

"The integration of the looted currency is complete, Master."

Sela slithered into the center of the room. Her massive, emerald tail moved silently over the polished stone floor. She wore a tailored bodice of deep crimson silk that pushed her pale breasts upward, the fabric heavily embroidered with gold thread salvaged from Garm's personal treasury.

She glided to the edge of the ironwood table, her predatory, slit-pupil eyes locked onto mine.

"We melted down the stamped coinage of the Free Cities," the Lamia reported, her voice a smooth, calculating hiss. "Brynn has recast the gold and silver into unmarked ingots. The total calculated value exceeds the annual gross domestic product of a mid-sized human province. Aethelgard is completely economically independent."

"And the structural defenses?" I asked. My voice was a low, flat baritone.

The 【Mental Severance】 was no longer an active, exhausting skill I had to consciously maintain. Over the past three months, the absolute zero of the Tyrant had seamlessly integrated into my baseline psychology. The freezing void was my permanent foundation.

Isolde stepped out from the shadows near the heavy oak door.

The Knight Commander was fully armored in her pristine, white steel plate. The dents and scorch marks from the siege had been entirely polished away. The violet magical flame separating her head from her shoulders pulsed with a steady, rhythmic brilliance in the dim light of the war room.

"The outer curtain wall is sealed," Isolde stated, marching to the table to stand beside Sela. "Fifty feet of reinforced granite, fused by Elara's earth magic. The moat has been deepened, widened, and flooded with the diverted river current. Brynn's steam-powered ballistae are mounted on every watchtower, fully loaded with armor-piercing bolts."

Isolde rested her gauntleted hand on the hilt of her greatsword.

"The newly formed Beastkin Vanguard has completed their third cycle of heavy infantry drills. They are no longer refugees, my King. They are an army. They are disciplined. And they are completely starving for a fight."

I leaned back in the throne of iron and fur.

"The perimeter?" I asked.

The woods belong to the shadows, my King, a dark, echoing voice resonated directly inside my skull.

I did not need to look out the window. I could feel Lilith through the psychic network. The Arachne Queen was currently suspended five miles away, deep within the northern canopy.

The razor-silk labyrinth has expanded to cover the entire northern approach, Lilith transmitted, her mental voice thick with territorial pride. I have seeded the outer webs with necrotic rot-spores. Any scout attempting to map our borders will simply melt into the soil before they can report back. The trap is perpetually set.

I processed the data. Economic independence. Impenetrable physical defenses. A highly trained, fanatically loyal military force. A lethal, invisible border.

Aethelgard was no longer a sanctuary. It was a sovereign, heavily militarized state.

"Your reports are satisfactory," I said.

I placed my hands flat on the ironwood table.

"Shed the armor, Isolde. Shed the silk, Sela. Approach the throne."

The shift from military briefing to absolute physical domination required no transition. In the Empire of Ashes, my authority was total and absolute across all spectrums of existence.

Isolde did not hesitate. Her violet eyes darkened with immediate, intense submission. She reached for the heavy clasps of her white breastplate.

She stripped the steel away with practiced, mechanical efficiency, letting the expensive armor clatter carelessly onto the stone floor. She discarded her padded under-tunic and her heavy greaves, leaving herself clad only in a thin, sweat-dampened linen shift that clung tightly to the heavy curves of her thighs and her pale, full breasts.

Sela was faster. The Lamia simply reached up and tore the crimson silk bodice down the center, the fabric ripping loudly in the quiet room. Her flawless, human upper half was completely bare, her skin shockingly pale against the vibrant emerald scales of her lower body.

They approached the throne simultaneously.

They did not walk. They crawled.

Isolde dropped to her knees, crawling over the cold stone, her head bowed in absolute reverence. Sela slithered beside her, lowering her human torso until her breasts dragged across the floor.

They reached my boots.

I did not move to accommodate them. I remained seated, my posture rigid and commanding.

Sela raised her head first. Her long, forked tongue darted out, tracing the thick leather of my boot, tasting the dust and the ambient mana clinging to my clothes.

"We are the instruments of your will, Master," the Lamia whispered, her hands reaching up to unbuckle my heavy belt. "Use us. Remind us of the weight of the crown."

Isolde positioned herself on my left. She reached for the laces of my trousers, her fingers trembling slightly with the sheer, overwhelming anticipation of my dominance.

"I have trained the soldiers all morning," the headless Knight murmured, her lips parting to reveal a slick, hungry heat. "My blood is boiling with adrenaline. Command me to submit. Break the general."

I leaned forward. I grabbed Isolde by her blonde hair and Sela by the nape of her neck.

I pulled them both upward, lifting them off the floor until their faces hovered just above my lap.

I didn't offer a gentle caress. I shoved my trousers down, springing free into the cool air of the war room. I was already completely rigid, aching with the heavy, pressurized density of my mana core.

"Open," I commanded.

They obeyed instantly.

I thrust my hips forward, burying the head of my cock deep into Isolde's waiting mouth. At the exact same second, I shoved two fingers from my right hand brutally into Sela's mouth, pressing down hard on her tongue.

Isolde gagged, a wet, choking sound vibrating in the back of her throat, but she did not pull away. She forced herself to swallow me deeper, her lips stretching tight around my shaft.

Sela sucked my fingers aggressively, her serpentine tongue swirling around my knuckles in a frantic, starving rhythm.

I established a punishing, relentless pace. I used Isolde's throat with zero regard for her comfort, pistoning my hips forward and driving myself against the back of her esophagus.

The Knight Commander's eyes rolled back in her skull. Her hands gripped my thighs, her nails digging into my muscle, anchoring herself against the violent momentum of my assault.

"Switch," I ordered roughly.

I pulled out of Isolde's mouth, a thick string of saliva connecting us.

Sela instantly abandoned my fingers. The Lamia lunged forward, capturing my slick, throbbing length between her cool, soft lips.

The contrast in temperature was staggering. Isolde was a furnace of holy heat; Sela was a calculating, icy void.

Sela didn't just suck. She used the sharp, precise edges of her fangs to lightly scrape against the underside of my shaft, delivering a razor-thin line of friction that sent a spike of agonizing pleasure straight up my spine.

I grabbed the heavy, emerald coils of Sela's tail, hauling her massive lower half closer to the throne.

"You manage the gold, snake," I growled, my fingers digging into the hard scales of her flank. "But you belong entirely to my vault. Your ledger is written in my seed."

Sela let out a muffled, vibrating moan around my cock. She bobbed her head frantically, her hands reaching up to forcefully knead her own heavy, bare breasts, offering her entire biology to my visual and physical consumption.

I looked down at Isolde. The Knight was panting, her face flushed, staring hungrily at the connection between me and the Lamia.

"Isolde," I said. "Show me the neck."

Isolde's breath hitched. She reached up with both hands, her fingers digging into her own blonde hair. With a sharp, sudden wrench, she completely severed her head from her body.

The violet magical flame erupted from the stump of her neck, illuminating the dark stone of the war room.

She held her severed head in her lap, positioning it so her violet eyes could watch my face.

The headless torso crawled forward, pressing itself against my left leg. The stump of her neck, burning with warm, magical fire, rubbed directly against my thigh.

I reached down with my left hand and grabbed the slick, dripping folds of Isolde's exposed sex. I didn't tease her. I drove three fingers deep inside her tight, heavily muscled canal in a single, brutal thrust.

The severed head in her lap shrieked.

"Ah! Ethan!" the head wailed, her mouth opening wide in absolute, disconnected ecstasy.

I worked them both simultaneously. I fucked Sela's icy throat while violently fingering the boiling hot core of the headless Knight.

The sensory overload was absolute. The smell of Sela's exotic, serpentine musk mixed with the heavy, metallic scent of Isolde's arousal.

"Take it," I snarled, increasing the speed of my hips, driving Sela's face repeatedly into my pelvis. "Drink the Tyrant."

Sela's internal throat muscles clamped down hard, trying to milk the climax from my body. Isolde's headless torso shuddered violently against my leg, her vaginal walls spasming in a rapid, chaotic sequence around my invading fingers.

The pressure in my groin hit critical mass.

"Swallow it," I commanded Sela.

I gripped the back of the Lamia's head, holding her absolutely stationary, and erupted.

I fired a massive, heavy payload of boiling hot, mana-laced seed directly down Sela's throat.

The Lamia swallowed convulsively, her emerald eyes crossing as she choked down the thick, biological manifestation of my authority.

At the exact same moment, Isolde's climax shattered her control. Her headless torso went completely rigid, her thighs locking around my arm like a vice. The severed head in her lap let out a long, ragged, sobbing wail, her tongue hanging limply from her lips as the overwhelming orgasm routed her nervous system.

I remained seated on the throne of melted armor, my chest heaving, my heart hammering against my ribs.

Sela pulled back slowly, her lips slick and shining. She licked her chops, swallowing the final drops of my release. She rested her chin on my knee, her eyes heavy and totally submissive.

Isolde's torso slumped against my leg, utterly spent. The severed head smiled up at me, a lazy, drug-hazed expression of pure devotion.

I did not offer them aftercare. I buttoned my trousers and stood up.

"Clean yourselves," I stated, walking past their kneeling forms. "We have a strategic assessment to complete."

I walked across the massive war room toward the heavy, iron-reinforced double doors leading out to the main balcony.

I pushed the doors open.

The biting, freezing wind of the late autumn morning hit my face, carrying the scent of pine needles and woodsmoke.

I stepped out onto the wide granite balcony that overlooked the entirety of Aethelgard.

The view was a manifestation of absolute power.

The fifty-foot curtain walls formed a perfect, impenetrable square around the city. Inside the walls, the chaotic, burning slums had been replaced by highly organized rows of stone barracks, industrial smithies, and deep-earth storehouses.

Hundreds of heavily armed beastkin marched in perfect unison across the central parade ground, the sound of their boots echoing like a unified heartbeat.

Mio stood silently in the corner of the balcony, leaning against the stone railing. She had not entered the war room during the physical integration, maintaining her eternal vigil as my shadow.

"The city is a machine, Ethan," Mio murmured, her golden eyes scanning the horizon. "It is completely sealed. Nothing can hurt us here."

"A sealed machine is just a vault waiting to be cracked," I replied, resting my hands on the cold stone of the parapet.

The door to the war room opened behind me.

Elara stepped out onto the balcony. The High Elf did not look at the kneeling, half-naked generals inside the room. She carried a thick roll of high-grade parchment sealed with a heavy wax stamp.

"Master," Elara said, her melodic voice completely stripped of its usual arrogance. "My scouts have returned from the southern plains. They intercepted a courier pigeon bound for the capital of the Holy Order."

She walked forward and handed me the parchment.

I broke the wax seal. I unrolled the document.

It was a frantic, terrified missive written by a high-ranking human noble.

"The Syndicate of the Golden Coin," Elara explained, standing beside Mio. "They are the financial cartel based in the Free Cities. They are the ones who pooled their resources to hire Garm and the Crimson Fang."

I scanned the contents of the letter. The noble was panicking. He was reporting to the Holy Order that a three-thousand-man mercenary army had completely vanished in the northern valley. No survivors. No messengers. Just a sudden, terrifying silence.

"They are frightened," I noted, my eyes tracking the hastily scrawled ink.

"They are terrified," Elara corrected. "But fear makes rats dangerous. The letter details their contingency plan. To recoup the massive financial loss of the Crimson Fang, the Syndicate is hosting an underground, highly exclusive slave auction in the Free City of Veridia."

Elara pointed a slender, elegant finger at the bottom paragraph of the parchment.

"They intend to use the capital from this auction to hire a second, much larger army. Perhaps even contract the Holy Order's inquisitors directly."

I read the final lines of the intercepted letter.

My breath stopped in my chest.

The absolute zero of my mind flickered, pierced by a sudden, razor-sharp spike of pure, unadulterated possessive rage.

The letter detailed the main attraction of the upcoming auction in Veridia. The prize that would draw the wealthiest, most depraved nobles from across the continent.

It was not a Cait Sith. It was not a Harpy.

It was a creature of myth. A biological impossibility that had been hunted to near extinction centuries ago.

Item 1: Female Dragonewt. Captured alive in the eastern peaks. Scarlet scales. Unbroken spirit. Currently secured in heavy anti-magic irons. Recommended starting bid: Fifty thousand platinum coins.

A Dragonewt.

A descendant of the ancient, sky-rending predators. A creature of fire, pride, and impossible magical density. Chained in the dark, waiting to be sold to the highest bidder, waiting to be broken by weak, pathetic human hands.

"Veridia is a heavily fortified city," Mio stated, looking over my arm to read the parchment. "It is three hundred miles south. The heart of human territory."

I crushed the parchment in my fist.

The Tamer inside me screamed at the thought of a dragon in chains. The Tyrant inside me demanded that the cartel responsible for funding the attack on Aethelgard be systematically, physically erased from the map.

I looked out over the impregnable walls of my fortress.

We had built the ultimate defense. We had created a sanctuary where my people could never be touched.

But hiding behind walls meant leaving the rest of the world to the monsters in human skin. It meant leaving the dragon in the dark.

I turned away from the city. I looked south, toward the distant, hazy line of the horizon where the Free Cities lay hidden.

"Recall the Vanguard," I commanded. My voice was no longer a flat transmission. It vibrated with a dark, terrifying, apocalyptic energy.

Elara's eyes widened. "Master?"

"Halt the defensive construction," I ordered, turning my head to look at Mio. My shadow's golden eyes flared with sudden, immediate understanding.

"Tell Brynn to weaponize the steam engines for mobile deployment. Tell Thora to equip the heavy infantry for a prolonged march."

I stepped away from the balcony railing. I felt the ambient mana in the air warping around my physical form, bending to the sheer gravity of my intent.

"We are not waiting for a second army," I declared, my cold gaze fixed on the southern horizon.

"We are going to Veridia. We are going to slaughter the Syndicate. We are going to take their gold, burn their auction house to the ground, and claim the dragon for the Empire."

I turned my back on the balcony and walked back into the war room. The time for waiting behind walls was over.
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