

Servicing the Horde

Tamarina Wise

Fairley Knight - Edge


Copyright © 2026 Fairley Knight Press

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.


Chapter 1 — The Antechamber

The thin wool of Sera’s skirt barely padded her knees against the harshness of the stone floor. She was fully-clothed in her uniform – the prince, she had long since learned, enjoyed seeing her clad in her lowly servant’s garb while she knelt for him. He stood with his back to the great oak door, one hand resting on the carved lion’s head that served as its handle, the other already working at the laces of his breeches. He did not look at her. He did not need to.

“Sera.”

She knew the tone. It was the one he used when he wanted to be reminded of his own generosity, how he had chosen her from among the kitchen girls and chambermaids, how she should be grateful. She was, in her way. Gratitude was a currency she understood.

“My prince.”

He liked that. He liked being named. She had discovered that early too — that speaking his title, even in a whisper, made him more pliable, faster to finish. It was the only power she held in this room and she guarded that power jealously.

The breeches loosened. His cock emerged, already half-hard, and Sera moved forward on her knees across the cold stone. The floor was polished — she knew because she had polished it herself, years ago, before the prince had noticed her, before she had been elevated from floor-scrubbing to this. The irony did not escape her: she was still on her knees on stone, only now the work was different.

She did not rush. She had learned that too. He wanted to feel the anticipation, the weight of what he was about to receive. She rested one hand on his thigh — the muscle tensed — and looked up at him.

“May I have the honor of sucking your cock, my prince?”

His jaw tightened. “You may.”

Sera let her gaze rest on his cock—she had learned that too. Men wanted to be appreciated, wanted the weight of a woman’s attention on their body. She gave him that attention now, tracing the line of his shaft with her eyes, noting the dusky flush of the head, the vein along the underside.

Then she leaned in and pressed her mouth to the inside of his thigh, just above the knee. She felt the muscle jump beneath her lips, heard his breath catch. She kissed upward slowly, a path of open-mouthed kisses along the sensitive skin of his inner thigh, pausing at the crease where his leg met his hip.

She parted her lips and took the head of his cock into her mouth. Just the tip at first, the weight of it against her tongue, the taste of him—bitter and warm. She worked him slowly, her mouth sliding down an inch, then retreating, building a rhythm that let her tongue play along the underside. Her fingers wrapped around the base of his shaft, stroking in counterpoint to the movement of her mouth.

He made a sound low in his throat. Guttural and familiar.

Sera deepened her rhythm, taking more of him into her mouth, feeling the pressure against the back of her throat. She had learned to relax that muscle, to breathe through her nose, to hold steady. Her hand worked the length she could not take, saliva slicking the way, and she sucked harder as she drew back. The wet sound of her mouth on him filled the quiet room.

He held her hair and pulled her into him, trying to guide the pace, which annoyed her, but she followed his lead. Faster now, her jaw ached but she did not slow. She could feel him swelling against her tongue, could hear his breathing grow ragged above her. He was close. She did not look up—his preference was for the top of her head, for the performance of submission without the complication of her eyes.

His hand tightened in her hair and he came in her mouth, a low groan escaping him. She felt the pulse of it against her tongue, hot and thick, and she held still, taking it, swallowing as he spilled. The taste was sharp, metallic-sweet, and she worked him through the last pulses with her mouth soft, her tongue gentle against the sensitive head.

When he was done, she drew back slowly, her lips parting from him softly. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, the gesture automatic, and she remained on her knees. The stone was cold through her dress. She waited.

He released her hair and stepped back, tucking himself away without bothering to clean up after himself. Sera remained on her knees, waiting. There was a protocol to these moments. Sometimes he dismissed her immediately. Sometimes he spoke to her as if she were a confidante. Sometimes he talked about their future.

Today, he issued a command. “Get on the bed.”

Sera tense a little. She looked up at him with a light smile. “When we’re married, my prince.”

That was the arrangement. She gave him her mouth, her obedience, her silence. She gave him the secret thrill of a servant girl who asked permission before she touched him. But she would not give him what remained. Not until he gave her what he had promised.

Toby stared at her. For a moment she thought he might laugh. Might say of course, of course, you’re right, forgive me. A man who had been caught reaching for something that was not yet his and was embarrassed by his own impatience.

He did not laugh.

“Married.”

The word landed like a stone dropped into still water.

“You’re a servant.”

His voice was quiet. That was worse than shouting. She had heard him shout before — at guards, at servants, at his father’s ministers — and shouting could be weathered. Quiet meant he had stopped pretending.

“My prince, we had discussed—”

He smoothed the front of his tunic with deliberate, unhurried hands. “You’re a servant, Sera. You scrub floors. You kneel in antechambers. How could you possibly be queen? I knew you were a slut but I didn’t think you a fool.”

She did not answer. There was nothing to say. The stone was cold under her knees. She had polished this floor. She had believed him.

“Now get on the bed.”

“No.”

“Then I’ll force you.”

She didn’t look at him, but her face twisted into a contemptuous sneer. “Ha. You couldn’t.”

He glared at her. “Don’t test me, servant. Get on that bed or I will drag you there.”

Now she lifted her eyes and glared back. “Lay one hand on me and I’ll rip off that tiny cock of yours and feed it to the kitchen rats.”

This was not a wise thing to say.

Rage smoldered behind the prince’s eyes for a moment.

Then he turned to the door. Opened it. Spoke to the guards outside.

“Arrest the servant girl Sera for high treason.”

He strode out. The guards strode in.

∞∞∞

The court was assembled for a morning audience. Two dozen nobles in silks and velvets, three ministers in dark robes, a scattering of clerks and attendants. They all turned at the commotion. They all saw the prince’s guards dragging a servant girl in a plain grey dress, her hair coming loose from its pins, her chin lifted and her eyes dry.

“This woman has been found unfit for continued service in the royal household.” Toby announced, his voice carrying to the vaulted ceiling, “As we are in the season for choosing our traditional ten-year Offering to the Horde of the Hollowed Wood, I hereby order that we forgo other candidates, and on my authority as heir hereby remand the servant girl Sera to the role of Offering, to be delivered to the border of the Hollowed Wood at sunset.”

A murmur rippled through the court. The Offering was a once-a-decade event. Most present had never seen it done, and it had certainly never been done like this, by proclamation. Sera saw an older noblewoman lean toward her companion and whisper something behind her fan.

Sera held her chin where it was. She catalogued the faces. The woman with the fan. The minister in the dark robe who would not meet her eyes. The young clerk who looked ill. The guard on her left whose grip was just slightly looser than the guard on her right — whether from discomfort or indifference, she could not tell, but she noted it.

She did not look at Toby. She had given him enough of her attention.

But he still spat a few last words at her as she was escorted out. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m sure you can handle it.”

The guards marched her through the throne room and out the eastern doors, down the long corridor that led to the servants’ quarters — though not to collect her belongings, she realized; she would not be permitted that — and then, without ceremony, to the yard where a cart waited. The cart was plain wood, unadorned, the sort used to transport livestock. They did not bind her. She was an offering, not a prisoner. The distinction mattered, though she was not yet sure how.

The ride took hours. The road north ran through fields she had never seen — she had not left the palace grounds since she entered service at twelve. The sun moved across the sky and began its descent. The guards did not speak to her. She did not speak to them.

At sunset, they reached the tree line.

The Hollowed Wood began without warning: one moment there were fields, and the next there was a wall of ancient trees whose branches tangled together overhead like interlaced fingers. The light died ten feet in. Beyond that was only darkness. Darkness that seemed to be watching.

“Out,” the driver said.

Sera climbed down from the cart. Her dress was grey and thin. She had no cloak, no provisions, no water. She had what she was wearing when Toby condemned her, and nothing else.

The guards did not linger. The cart turned and rattled back down the road toward the palace. Sera watched until it was a speck, until the dust settled, until the only sound was the wind and the rustle of leaves and something deeper in the Wood — a low sound, rhythmic, like breathing.

She was alone.


Chapter 2 — First Taste

The Wood closed behind her like a door.

Sera walked until she could no longer see the tree line, until the last grey light of dusk had been swallowed by the canopy overhead, until the only thing she could be certain of was the ground under her feet and the sound of her own breathing. She did not know what she was walking toward. She only knew that stopping felt like dying, and she was not ready to die.

The trees here were old. Not the managed oaks and elms of the palace grounds, pruned and shaped and trained into submission, but ancient things whose branches tangled together in architecture that predated the kingdom itself. Moss hung in grey-green curtains. The air smelled of wet earth and something sharper underneath — animal, musk, a scent that registered in her body before her mind could name it.

She began to hum. It was the same aimless tune she had used for years to quiet her thoughts while she polished floors and folded linens and waited for the prince to decide whether he wanted her mouth or her silence. She did not choose to hum. Her voice simply rose into the space around her, thin and tentative, and then steadied.

The Wood went still.

The rustling stopped. The small sounds — the skitter of unseen creatures, the drip of moisture from leaf to leaf — ceased. Sera’s voice was not beautiful by court standards. It was a servant’s voice: untrained, unadorned, the voice of someone who sang to herself in empty rooms because there was no one to hear her. But it had drawn someone’s attention.

Something moved between the trees.

Not a branch. Not an animal. Something large enough that she felt its movement before she saw it — a displacement of air, a shift in the texture of the darkness ahead. Sera’s voice faltered for half a beat, then resumed. She had been on her knees before a prince who wanted to destroy her. She could stand before a beast.

It stepped into the grey light.

He was enormous. That was the first thing: the sheer scale of him. Broader than the door-frame of the palace antechamber, taller than any man she had ever seen, covered in a pelt of grey fur that darkened to near-black at the ridge of his shoulders and the backs of his massive hands. His face was not animal — the eyes were too knowing, the set of the jaw too particular — but it was not human either. The mouth was wide, the brow heavy, and between his legs, jutting from the thick fur of his groin, his cock hung fully erect. It was the size of her forearm.

Sera stopped humming.

For a long moment, neither of them moved. The beast’s eyes — amber-gold, with pupils that contracted as they found her face — tracked across her body with an attention that felt less like predation and more like assessment. He was not lunging. He was not roaring. But his arousal could not be ignored.

This was why she was here. She was the Offering. This was her function. The kingdom had sent her here to be consumed, and if she was not consumed — if the beasts rejected the offering — there would be consequences. The Hollowed Wood had kept the peace for three centuries not because the kingdom was strong but because the terms were honored.

Part of her wanted to turn and flee. Let the kingdom be consumed. Let it fall to the beasts.

But she had friends, and cousins, and an older sister somewhere, and she could not simply let her kingdom fall to a rampaging horde of beasts. She had been chosen to protect her friends, her family, her home.

She hadn’t asked for it, but it was a sacred duty. And if nothing else, Sera had always done her duty.

Sera straightened her spine. Looked the beast in the eyes — she had to tilt her head back to do it — and she began to sing.

Not a hum this time. A song. One of the old ballads the kitchen women used to sing while they worked, about a girl who outwitted a king. Her voice was not powerful but it was clear, and it carried through the stillness of the Wood like a stone dropped into water. The beast’s ears — she saw them now, set high on his head, tufted at the tips — swiveled forward. His cock twitched. But he did not move.

When the last note faded, Sera spoke.

“You will not take my maidenhead.” Her voice was steadier than she felt. “That is my condition. Agree to this, and I can give you much joy.”

The beast regarded her. His chest rose and fell with a breath that seemed to take a very long time. Then, slowly — so slowly she almost missed it — he inclined his head. It was not a bow. It was acknowledgment. She had stated her terms, and he had accepted them.

Sera lowered herself to her knees. The ground was soft here, moss and decaying leaves, not the cold stone of the antechamber. She was grateful for that. She was grateful for many things, in a vague way — that he was not a mindless animal, that she had something to bargain with, that her voice had not failed her. Gratitude was one of the few currencies she still had.

She reached up and placed both hands on him. The fur at his hips was coarse under her palms, and beneath it the muscle was dense and warm. His cock twitched again at her touch and precum oozed from the tip, and she let herself look at it directly for the first time: thick as her wrist, longer than the span of both her hands, the head a deep purplish-red against the grey of his fur. There was no comparison to Toby. There was no comparison to anything she had ever touched.

Her hands moved before she gave them permission, tracing the length of him with the careful attention she might give a weapon she had never handled. The fur that covered his shaft was softer than the coarse hair at his hips — almost downy — and beneath it the flesh was hot, alive, pulsing in a rhythm she could feel through her fingertips. He was thick enough that her thumb and middle finger did not meet when she encircled him. Longer than the span of both her hands laid end to end.

She forced herself to breathe. This was the agreement. This was the price of the Offering — a price she had set, and he had accepted. She would not flinch.

She leaned forward and pressed her lips to the side of his shaft, just below the head. The taste of him was wild and musky, the fur damp with the slickness that had gathered at his tip. He shivered — a tremor that ran through his whole body, visible in the ripple of his hide. She did it again, slower, letting her tongue trace a line up the length of him, learning the texture, the give of the skin beneath the fur. Above her, his breathing had deepened. His claws were half-unsheathed, twitching at his sides. He could kill her with those claws. He could force her. But at the moment he just held them there – perhaps it was beastly restraint.

She took him into her mouth.

The head alone filled her — the weight of it on her tongue, the stretch at the corners of her lips. She had to open her jaw wider than she had ever opened it for Toby, wider than she had thought she could, and even then she could take only the first few inches. The taste of him intensified against her palate: salt, copper, something ferrous and alive, the essence of the Hollowed Wood. She closed her eyes and breathed through her nose, steadying herself.

Her hands moved to the base of his shaft, wrapping as best she could, stroking in counterpoint to the rhythm of her mouth. She could feel the tension in him — the way his muscles had gone rigid, the way his cock throbbed against her tongue. He was holding himself still, letting her set the pace, and she was grateful for that.

She worked him as best she could — mouth on the head, tongue tracing the sensitive ridge beneath the crown, her hands jacking what she could not reach. The saliva made it easier, made her hand glide over the heated length of him, and she heard a sound that might have been a growl or a groan — the first noise he had made beyond breathing. She took that as encouragement and pressed deeper, stretching her jaw and taking him the best she could until the head touched the back of her throat. She gagged and pulled back, gasping, a string of saliva connecting her lips to his cock.

At this point Toby might have mocked her – laughed, or commented on her failure to perform. But this beast just gazed down at her, his amber eyes watching from above, unblinking, chest rising and falling in slow, deliberate breaths.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and went back to work.

This time she took him in her mouth with a rhythm — pull, suck, release, lick, stroke — a cycle she could sustain. She learned the places that made his breathing stutter: the spot just below the head where the skin was smoothest, the way he liked pressure at the base of his shaft when she pulled back. She gave him all of it, methodically, her jaw aching, her knees clammy against the moss, the taste of him coating her tongue and the roof of her mouth.

He was getting close. She could feel it in the way his cock had swelled further, in the tighter pulse against her tongue, in the way his claws clutched at the fur on his thighs, raking it up in clumps. She sped up — mouth and hand working in concert, a wet rhythm that filled the clearing — and then his hips bucked once, twice, and the first hot pulse of him hit the back of her throat.

She swallowed. The second pulse was thicker, heavier, and she swallowed again, forcing it down. But there was too much — more than Toby had ever given her, more than she had prepared for. It spilled from the corners of her mouth, hot and thick, sliding down her chin and dripping onto the moss below. She kept swallowing, kept working him through it, her jaw screaming, her throat working, until the pulses slowed and stopped and he went still.

She pulled back slowly, her mouth slick with him, the taste of his cum coating everything. She looked up at him — his amber eyes were half-lidded, his chest heaving, his cock still wet with his own spend and her saliva. He made no move to acknowledge her. He simply stood, breathing, the enormity of him filling the space between the trees.

She remained on her knees for a long moment, breathing. Her jaw ached. The taste of him — salt and copper and something wilder, something that belonged to the Wood — coated her tongue.

She had swallowed, but some had escaped, and she wiped her chin with the back of her hand.

The beast turned and withdrew into the trees without ceremony, his business concluded, his side of the agreement honored.

She was still alive. She was still in possession of the one thing she had refused to give Toby. She had set terms, and a creature out of nightmare had accepted them.

“That was well done.”

Sera spun. The voice came from behind her — a woman’s voice, kind and impressed and entirely unexpected in the middle of a cursed forest. A figure stepped out from between two ancient oaks, and for a disorienting moment Sera thought she was seeing herself in ten years: the same small frame, the same practical posture, the same look of someone who had learned to survive by paying attention.

“Who—”

“Someone who knows what you just did and how much it cost.” The woman came closer. In the faint light Sera could make out her features: sharp cheekbones, dark hair pulled back from her face, a scar on her collarbone that disappeared under the collar of a wool dress. The dress was plain but well-made, clearly not palace cloth but not rags either. She looked clean. She looked alive. “You set the terms. Most of the ones before you didn’t think to try.”

Sera got to her feet. Her knees were damp.

“Come.” The woman turned and began walking without waiting to see if Sera would follow. “You need a bath. You’re covered in dirt and —” a pause, a glance back, a flicker of something that might have been amusement — “other things.”

Sera followed.

The cabin was set in a clearing she would never have found on her own — a sturdy structure of dark wood and stone, with a chimney that vented a thin curl of smoke into the night sky. Inside, there was a hearth with a low fire, a bed with wool blankets, shelves of clay jars, and a copper tub that was already filled with steaming water.

“The beasts built it,” the woman said, answering the question Sera had not asked. “They’re good with their hands when they want to be. My name is Maren.”

“Sera.”

“I know.” Maren gestured at the tub. “Get in. You’ll want to soak. Your jaw will be sore for a day or two — the first time is always the worst — and the hot water helps.”

Sera stripped off her grey dress without ceremony. Modesty was a palace concern. She had been on her knees before a prince and then before a beast; being naked in front of a stranger felt almost incidental by comparison. She climbed into the copper tub and let the heat close over her aching muscles.

Maren knelt beside the tub with a cloth and a bar of rough soap. She did not ask permission. She simply began — first Sera’s shoulders, working the cloth in slow circles over the skin where the dirt of the palace and the dust of the cart ride and the sweat of the Wood had accumulated. Then down her back. Then her arms.

“I was the last Offering,” Maren said, matter-of-fact, as her hands worked. “An ill-fated lottery. I don’t need to tell you.”

“There was no lottery,” Sera said. “I refused the prince. He condemned me.”

Maren’s cloth stopped for a moment. “That’s not how it’s supposed to be.”

“Go back and tell the prince that.”

Maren gave a small grunt that could have meant of a few different things, then resumed her cleansing. Sera closed her eyes, enjoying the meagre luxury. The cloth moved across her collarbone, her chest. Maren’s touch was impersonal but not cold — the efficiency of someone who had done this before, perhaps for herself, perhaps for others.

“Most of the offerings before me were given passage to a distant land after their service,” Maren continued. “They could go. I could go, if I wanted.”

Sera looked up at her then. She had known this woman for less than an hour, but it was her only ally amid the beasts. “You’re leaving?”

Maren shook her head. “No yet. But when I’m ready, the She-Beast Council will arrange it.”

Sera couldn’t help but laugh at the sound of that. “The She-Beast Council?”

Maren’s hands paused. “They’re not merely a horde of monsters, Sera. The She-Beast Council — the females. There aren’t many of them, but they’re the ones who arranged this whole once-a-decade offering system. The males outnumber them badly, and the males need —” she tilted her head, choosing her word — “appeasement. The Council ensures the men remain satisfied. It’s very… diplomatic.”

Sera absorbed this. A society. A female council. A system. She worried she had been sent to die, and instead she had been sent to a bureaucracy.

“So the women — the female beasts — they’re in charge?”

“Not exactly. The king is male. But the Council administers the offering. They decide who goes where, who serves whom, what the terms are.” Maren resumed her work with the cloth, moving down Sera’s stomach. “You impressed them tonight. Singing to calm him. Setting terms before you began.”

Maren’s hand brushed Sera’s thigh, and Sera became suddenly, acutely aware that she was naked in a tub and that a woman she had met less than an hour ago was washing her. The cloth moved in slow circles over her hip. Sera’s breath caught — not from cold, not from fear, but from something she did not have a name for yet.

Maren stood, and Sera felt a strange pang of disappointment. “Finish soaking,” Maren told her. “There’s a nightdress on the bed. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

She moved toward the door, then paused.

“One more thing.” She nodded toward the window — a rough square cut in the wall, covered with oiled hide. “He was watching from the trees. Started watching as soon as you sang. Gaelor, the king. And he’s never watched an offering the way he’s watching you.”

Sera looked toward the window. Through the oiled hide, she could see nothing — only darkness and the faint suggestion of trees. But she felt it. Something out there. Something patient. Something watching.


Chapter 3 — The Beasts Demand

The morning came grey and damp through the oiled-hide window. Sera woke in a bed for the first time in two days — wool blankets, a straw mattress that smelled of dried herbs, a pillow roughly made by hand. Maren was already up, tending the hearth, her back to the bed.

“Your jaw,” Maren said without turning around. “How is it?”

Sera worked her mouth experimentally. The ache had settled into a dull throb, manageable, the kind of soreness that came from using muscles in ways they had not been used before. “It’s fine.”

Maren turned, holding a clay cup. “Tea. Drink it. You’ll need your strength today.”

Sera sat up, the blankets pooling around her waist, and took the cup. The tea smelled bitter and earthy, not like the delicate palace brews she had served but never tasted. She drank, and it was warm and lovely.

“What do I need my strength for?”

Maren sat on the edge of the bed. In the daylight — such as it was, filtered grey through the canopy — Sera could see her more clearly than she had the night before. The scar on her collarbone was old, a clean line that had healed well. Her hands were callused. Her eyes were the color of the moss outside, green-grey and watchful.

“There’s a beast,” Maren said. “A senior one. One of the elders. He’s been asking about the new offering.”

Sera sighed. “It’s what I’m here for, I suppose.” She massaged her jaw.

“The thing is,” Maren continued, “he won’t accept merely oral. The elders consider it beneath them.”

“No,” Sera said, shaking her head. “My virginity is all I have.”

Maren held up a placating hand. “Not that. The king has ruled on this. Your virginity will not be touched.”

Sera was confused. “Well… what, then?”

Maren’s expression was tense. “A woman has three entry-points through which she may please a man.”

“Oh, no,” Sera said. “Oh. But they’re so large!”

Maren’s voice was matter-of-fact. “It will be harder than last night. But you can set your own terms, same as before. He’ll honor them. The elders are proud, not cruel.”

Sera set the tea cup down, trying to process this new idea.

“What do I need to know?” she asked Maren.

Maren told her all she knew. The elder’s name — or the sound that approximated a name — was a low rumble that Sera could not reproduce, so Maren called him “the broad one” for his shoulders, which were wider than any beast she had seen yet. His fur was dark brown, nearly black at the ridge of his back. He was older, slower, more deliberate. He had served on the She-Beast Council’s advisory body for decades and considered himself a connoisseur of offerings. The previous two had disappointed him. Maren did not say what had happened to them, and Sera was afraid to ask.

“There’s oil in the jar on the shelf,” Maren said. “Take it. Use it. Don’t be stingy with it. The elders respect preparation — they see it as a sign that you take your duty seriously.”

Sera took the jar. It was clay, cool in her hands, filled with something that smelled faintly of herbs. She had no pockets, so she carried it against her hip.

“One more thing.” Maren’s voice shifted. “The king will be watching. At the moment you have his favor.”

“And should I lose it?”

Maren stood, not answering, her smile tight. “Let’s just say it’s good to stay in the king’s favor.”

∞∞∞

The broad one was waiting in a clearing deeper in the Wood than Sera had ventured the night before. The trees here were older still, their trunks wide as castle walls, their branches so thick overhead that the light was permanent twilight. Moss cushioned the ground. The air was still.

He was, as Maren had said, broad. His shoulders spanned nearly twice the width of the grey beast from the night before, and his chest was a barrel of dark fur and denser muscle. His face was heavier, the brow more pronounced, the eyes smaller and set deeper. Age had silvered the fur around his muzzle and his temples, but nothing about him suggested frailty. Between his legs, his cock hung half-aroused, and even at rest it dwarfed what the grey beast had presented. Sera felt her stomach tighten.

She did not let it show. She had been afraid before a prince and had not shown it. She could do this.

She set the clay jar on the moss at her feet and looked up at him. “You know you may not have my maidenhead. Your king has commanded it.”

The broad one gave a grunt that she took as assent.

Sera unlaced her dress. There was no point in modesty — the grey wool was her only garment, and she would need it clean when this was over. She let it fall to the moss and stood naked in the grey twilight, the jar of oil at her feet, the broad one watching her with eyes that registered her body hungrily. She saw that his fanged mouth grew moist with desire. They drooled, these beasts, like dogs.

“Now pardon me while I prepare myself.”

She knelt, facing away from him. The moss was soft under her knees — softer than palace stone, softer than the forest floor from the night before. She reached for the jar and coated her fingers in the oil, working it warm between her palms until it was warm, then reached behind herself. Her fingers found the tight circle of muscle and she pressed against it, breathing out as she pushed inward. Her body resisted. She did not rush it. The oil made the way easier than it might have been, but her finger was human-sized, and the elder was not.

She worked herself open with methodical patience—one finger, then two, stretching the ring of muscle in slow increments. The moss was cold under her knees. The elder made no sound behind her, but his presence was a weight at the periphery of her awareness, patient as stone.

When she could take two fingers without pain, she pulled them out and wiped them on the moss. Her hand trembled slightly, but her voice was steady when she spoke.

“I’m ready.”

He moved into position behind her. Even kneeling, his torso eclipsed hers. His shadow fell over her back, and she felt the heat of his body before he touched her—a furnace of fur and muscle. His hands, broad and dark-furred, settled on her hips. The size of them made her feel like a doll. His fingers spanned her waist, thumbs pressing gently into the curve of her ass.

She reached back and found him—the head of his cock, slick with pre-cum, enormous against her fingertips. More than she was prepared for. But she had known it would be.

She pressed the tip against her opening and breathed.

“Slowly,” she said. “Please.”

He pushed.

The pressure was immense—a fullness that had no right to exist in her body. She bit down on a gasp as the head stretched her ring of muscle, forcing her open inch by impossible inch. Her fingers dug into the moss. There was pain. She had expected it. She breathed through it, deliberately, counting each exhale.

She felt him pause, the crown of his cock seated just inside her, unmoving. An act of kindness. The sensation was overwhelming—invaded, stretched to the edge of what her body could contain.

“You can keep going,” she said.

He pushed deeper.

This time she could not suppress the sound that escaped her—a tight, controlled exhale that was half pain, half something else. The fullness was obscene. He filled a part of her that had never been filled, and every inch of his advance rearranged her from the inside. Her knuckles were white against the moss. Sweat gathered at her temples.

When he was fully seated, he groaned a deep guttural groan. His balls pressed against her ass, the length of him buried to the hilt inside her. She felt impossibly full, stretched to accommodate a size her body was not meant to take. Her breath came in shallow, measured pants.

Her inner walls clung to him, adapting by degrees. The initial pain began to dull, replaced by a deep pressure. She tested the sensation, clenching around him, and felt his gasp resonate through his chest behind her.

“Go ahead,” she said. “I can handle it.”

He moved.

The rhythm he took was ceremonial—deep, deliberate thrusts that pressed against her limits and then withdrew, again and again. Each one forced a sound from her, a soft grunt or contained moan. She braced herself on her forearms, let her forehead drop toward the moss, and rode through it. The stretch was constant. She felt every inch of him moving inside her, the thick ridge of his shaft, the way he filled her completely and then left her empty for a moment before filling her again.

She focused on breathing, on not tightening against him, on letting her body yield to the intrusion. It was work. Every muscle in her back and thighs was locked in the effort of accommodation. But the rhythm became predictable, and the pain settled into something she could tolerate.

He thrust deeper, and she felt the shift—the angle changed, and the pressure against her inner walls intensified. She gasped. The sensation was no longer purely pain; there was something else threading through it, a warmth that coiled low in her belly.

She gritted her teeth and let him take her, let the rhythm become her own. He was patient, unhurried, his thrusts steady as a heartbeat. The moss was damp under her knees. The twilight air was cool against her sweated skin.

His pace quickened—barely, but she felt it, and she felt something warm drip onto her back and realized he was drooling on her. He was close.

His hands tightened on her hips, pulling her back onto him with each forward stroke, his movements becoming less polite, more frantic. His breath came heavier, a rumbling sound from deep in his chest.

He thrust once more, twice, and then he stilled, buried to the hilt. She felt the pulse of his release inside her—warm and thick and copious, filling her beyond the stretch of his cock. It was more than she had expected. She felt each spasm, each hot rush of his seed deep into her body, and she held herself still beneath him, letting the sensation wash through her.

When he finished, he did not linger. He pulled out slowly, carefully, and she felt the emptiness—sudden and almost cold. A trickle of warmth ran down her thigh.

Then, without a word, he was gone. She heard no footfall, no brush of fur against bark. The space behind her was simply empty.

She stayed on all fours, her forehead nearly touching the moss, her breath coming in slow, deliberate pulls. The oil jar had tipped over. She was alone in the clearing.

She felt it before she saw anything — a weight of attention, a pressure at the edge of her awareness that was different from the ambient watchfulness of the Wood. She turned her head, still on her hands and knees, and looked toward the darkest part of the tree line.

There was nothing there. Only shadows and the suggestion of movement that might have been wind or might have been something else. But the weight remained for one more heartbeat, two, and then it was gone.

Sera dressed slowly. Her body was sore in ways she had not known bodies could be sore, a deep ache that radiated from her center outward. The grey wool of her dress was rough against her skin. She picked up the oil jar — still half full — and began shuffling her way back to the cabin.

∞∞∞

Maren was waiting with a pot of warm water and a fresh cloth. She took the oil jar from Sera’s hands without comment, set it on the shelf, and guided her to the bed.

“Lie down. On your stomach.”

Sera did. The straw mattress smelled of herbs and something that might have been Maren — a clean, sharp scent, like the air after rain. Maren sat beside her and began working the cloth across Sera’s lower back, her hips, the backs of her thighs. The water was warm. The cloth was soft. Sera closed her eyes.

“He watched you,” Maren said. “The king.”

“I know. I could sense him out there. He’s called Gaelor?”

“That’s the closest a human mouth can come to it.” Maren continued her work with the cloth. “He’s been king for longer than anyone remembers. The She-Beast Council advises him, but he rules. And in ten years, I have never seen him behave the way he’s behaving with you.”

Sera turned her face back to the pillow. The cloth moved in slow circles over her lower back, and she felt the tension in her muscles beginning to release.

“I think that will do for now,” Maren said. Then she leaned over her and pressed her lips to the curve of Sera’s neck in a way that made her shiver.

Maren stood. “The ointment’s on the shelf if you need more,” she said. “I’ll make dinner.”

She was out the door before Sera could speak.

Sera lay on the bed and touched the place on her neck where Maren’s lips had been. Her body ached. Her jaw was still sore from the grey beast. The elder’s presence was still inside her — not just the physical memory, but something deeper, the knowledge that she had done it, that she had managed it, that she had set terms and been honored.

And beneath all of that, something else: the weight of a king’s attention, the memory of almost-lips on her neck, and one slow, unfamiliar realization:

She was not alone in this place.


Chapter 4 — The Orgy of Mouths

Three days passed. Sera learned the rhythms of the Wood: the grey-light mornings, the deep-shadow afternoons, the nights that fell without warning and brought with them the sounds of things moving through the dark with purposes she did not understand. She learned the layout of the cabin — where Maren kept the tea, where the oil jars lived, which floorboard creaked and which one didn’t. She learned the texture of solitude in a place where solitude was never quite complete.

The grey beast returned on the second day. She serviced him again — oral, the same terms, easier this time because she knew what to expect. He was sated and gone within the hour. The broad one did not return. The elders, Maren explained, were not frequent visitors. Their curiosity, once satisfied, took time to renew.

On the third day, Maren sat her down at the rough wooden table and explained the next step.

“The lower-rank beasts are gathering,” she said. “There’s a group — five of them, maybe six — who have been watching the grey one come back satisfied. They want their turn.”

“That will be a long week.”

“Um… not quite. They’ll take their turn at the same time.”

Sera stared at her. “Five or six… at the same time.”

“Just using your mouth,” Maren assured her.

“That’s a lot of work!” Sera protested.

Maren said nothing, because Sera knew everything that could be said. She sat there, shaking her head, absorbing this new idea. “I know. It’s my duty.”

“You know, you may enjoy it.”

Sera gawked at her.

“You may! The beasts,” she said, “at least the lower castes, don’t smell as good as a human, and are rough, selfish lovers. But their seed…” she smiled sheepishly. “The taste can grow on you.”

“Maren, you’re horrible!” Sera exclaimed, shocked.

“Maybe you’ll learn for yourself.”

∞∞∞

The gathering place was a natural bowl in the forest floor, a depression ringed with ancient trees whose roots formed a kind of amphitheater. Moss covered everything — the ground, the roots, the lower trunks of the trees — and the light that filtered through the canopy was soft and grey-green, the color of Maren’s eyes.

Five beasts were waiting. They were smaller than the grey one, smaller still than the broad elder, but “small” was a relative term in the Hollowed Wood. Each stood head and shoulders above any human man. Their fur ranged from tawny brown to mottled grey, and each had one feature that allowed her to distinguish one from the others: a stripe of white across the brow, a missing ear-tip, a pattern of darker spots along the shoulders, a heavy jaw that jutted slightly forward, and the fifth — the largest of them — whose eyes were a pale, almost luminous blue.

They were all erect. The smell of them — musk and heat and something sharper, something that registered in the back of Sera’s throat — filled the bowl. They watched her approach with the same assessing attention she had come to recognize: a hungry, focused expectation.

Sera knelt in the center of the bowl. The moss was thick here, soft as a mattress, and she was grateful for it. She would be here for a while.

She looked at the five beasts, one by one, meeting their eyes.

“One at a time, please,” she said. “When you finish, step back and let the next one forward. Don’t push. Don’t grab. I set the pace.”

They understood. She could see it in the way their ears shifted, the way their postures adjusted — not necessarily thrilled by the rules, but accepting. They had been told about her. The grey beast and the broad elder had reported back, and the word had spread: the new offering had terms, and she honored hers if you honored hers.

The one with the white brow-stripe stepped forward first, his cock already half-hard, the sheath retracting as she reached for him. She wrapped her fingers around the base, felt the unfamiliar heat of another beast’s flesh, the texture different from the grey beast’s—smoother, more veined along the underside. She stroked him with both hands, and when he was fully erect, she leaned forward and took the head into her mouth.

The taste was lighter than she expected, almost clean. She worked him slowly, letting her tongue trace the ridge, lips wrapping around as she drew him deeper. The angle was different; his shaft curved slightly to the left, and she adjusted, using her hands to guide what her mouth could not manage. He thrust shallowly, and she stayed him with her hand, trying to maintain control of the rhythm. She felt the tension in his thighs, the tremble in his flank, and knew he was close. She pressed her lips tight around him and took him deeper as he came—a short burst, then a longer pulse, warm and thin, salt-bitter on her tongue. She swallowed without thinking, felt the second pulse, swallowed again. When she pulled back, his cock was still slick with her saliva and his cum. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and nodded toward the tree line. He stepped back, and the next beast came forward.

The missing ear-tip was leaner, quicker in his movements. He stopped in front of her, his cock already standing, the head dark against the pale shaft. She wrapped one hand around him, then the other, working the length between her palms while she studied the shape of him. Thicker at the base, tapering to a pointed tip. She licked along the underside first, tasting the salt of his skin, then opened her mouth and took him in. He was softer than the first, the flesh giving differently, and she had to adjust her grip, one hand stroking the base while her mouth worked the upper half. She found a rhythm that suited them both, a steady pull and release, and when she sensed him close she doubled her efforts, her tongue flicking against the sensitive ridge. He came with a low rumble, a thick gush that filled her mouth, richer than the first, almost sweet, heavier on her tongue. She swallowed in two gulps, felt a bead escape down her chin, and wiped it with her sleeve. The beast backed away, and she turned her attention to the spotted shoulders.

This one was massive, broad-chested, his shoulders mottled with grey and brown spots. His cock was the largest she had faced yet, and she took a breath before she began. She used both hands to stroke him, her fingers barely meeting around the girth, then lowered her mouth to the head, working him slowly, letting her lips stretch around him. The taste was musky, gamey, the scent of him thick in her nostrils. She could only take half his length before her throat refused, a sharp gag that forced her head back, a glistening thread of spit still joining her lips to the slick head. He groaned – more ardently than she might have expected – and grabbed the base of his cock and suddenly it pulsed, far ahead of schedule. The first jet struck her across the brow, a thick white rope that startled her and painted her skin and plastered strands of hair to her forehead. The second shot over her closed eye, hot and stinging, sealing the lashes in heavy seed. She gasped, mouth opening wide, and the third splash caught her lips and chin, a pearlescent smear that dripped down onto her collarbone, the scent of him dense and wild in her nostrils. Attempting to recover her composure she seized the shaft with both hands and drew the head back into her mouth just as he gave a final weak squirt; she swallowed it, the taste coating her tongue, and felt an unfamiliar warmth in her nether-regions. A thick rope lay across her cheek, and as she wiped it away she saw the fourth beast approaching unbidden, cock bouncing before him.

Then suddenly it was thrust in her face, a short, thick cock that stood out at a sharp angle. She had had no time to recover from her unexpected facial anointment, and when he thrust into her mouth her lips stretched painfully. She worked him with her hands and mouth together, trying to get back her steady rhythm. The heat between her legs was unmistakable now, a dampness that had nothing to do with the cum drying on her skin. She did not pause to examine it. The beast’s hips twitched, and she felt the first pulse of his orgasm—a short, sharp burst, then another, then a thick, steady flow that coated her tongue. The taste was earthy and bitter, but she swallowed it all, feeling the volume of it slide down her throat. When she pulled away, his cum glistened on her lips and chin. She wiped with her palm, then wiped her palm on the moss, and looked to the tree line.

The fifth was watching her with luminous blue eyes, pupils dilated to near-black. He was smaller than the others, lean and graceful, and his cock was long and smooth, the head a pale pink. He approached without need of a gesture, and she reached for him with hands that trembled slightly from exhaustion. She stroked him, felt the heat of him, the velvet texture, and then she leaned forward and took him into her mouth. The taste was different—clean, sweet, with a hint of something floral, like the air after rain. She worked him slowly at first, then faster, her body responding in ways she could no longer deny. The wetness between her legs was a pulse now, a warmth that spread upward through her belly. She was breathing through her nose, her hands gripping his thighs, her mouth moving with a rhythm that was no longer methodical but almost hungry. She wanted him to come. She wanted to taste him. And when he did, it was a smooth, hot release, copious and sweet, flooding her mouth in a long, steady stream. She swallowed greedily, feeling it coat her throat, tasting the strange, clean sweetness of him, and when he was done she held his cock in her mouth for a moment longer, savoring the last drop.

When it was over, Sera remained in the center of the bowl for a long time, breathing. Her jaw ached more deeply than ever. Her chest and chin and the moss around her knees were slick. She had swallowed five loads — five different tastes, five different consistencies — and her stomach was full in a way that made her feel heavy and strange and, unexpectedly, awake.

She was wet. She could feel it between her legs, a warmth that had nothing to do with the beasts’ cum and everything to do with her own body’s response. She had not intended this. She had not sought it. But there it was: her body had decided, independent of her will, that what she was doing was arousing.

One of the beasts — the heavy-jawed one, the fourth in line — had not retreated fully. He hovered at the edge of her vision, his cock still half-hard, his posture suggesting he was considering a second round.

The sound cut through the clearing.

It was not a word. It was not a roar. It was a single resonant note, low and deep, the kind of sound that bypassed the ears and registered directly in the chest. Sera felt it in her sternum. The heavy-jawed beast froze, his ears flattening, and then he was gone — backing into the trees with the speed of something that had been reminded of its place in the order of things.

Sera looked toward the source of the sound.

He stood at the northern edge of the bowl, half in shadow, half in the grey-green light. He was larger than any beast she had seen yet — not just taller but more present, more solid, as if the air itself had to accommodate him. His fur was dark, nearly black, with a sheen that caught the filtered light like oil on water. His shoulders were broad but not bull-like; his posture was straight, almost regal. And his eyes — she could see them clearly, even across the distance — were a deep amber that held the light rather than reflected it.

He was looking directly at her.

She was on her knees, naked, covered in the evidence of five beasts. She should have felt exposed. She should have felt diminished. Instead, she felt seen — really seen, the way she had never been seen in the palace, the way Toby had never seen her even when he was inside her mouth.

Gaelor held her gaze for one breath, two. Then he stepped forward, and in his hand he carried something.

He set it on the moss at the edge of the bowl. A piece of meat — still warm, she could see the steam rising from it — wrapped in a broad green leaf. Fresh-killed. Fresh-prepared.

Then he turned and walked back into the trees.

Sera stared at the meat. She stared at the place where Gaelor had been, until Maren appeared at the edge of the bowl.

“He has never done that before,” Maren said. Her voice was quiet. Almost awed. “Certainly not for me. Not the girl before me, never that has been spoken of...”

Sera looked at the warm meat and at the place where the king had stood. She was covered in cum and her jaw ached and her body was humming with something she did not know how to name.

“I want to know more about him,” she said.

Maren nodded. “Then you will.”


Chapter 5 — A Minor Gathering

The days acquired a rhythm. Sera woke in the grey light. She drank Maren’s bitter tea. She serviced the beasts who came to the clearing, one by one or in small groups, and she did it with the same efficiency she had once applied to polishing floors.

She was learning their names. Not the ones Maren used — the descriptive nicknames like “the grey one” and “the broad one” — but the sounds the beasts used among themselves, the low rumbles and resonant hums that were their actual language. She could not reproduce most of them, but she was learning to recognize them. The grey one was something like ruk. The broad elder was a sound that started deep in the chest and ended in the throat. Gaelor — his name among his own kind was longer, more complex, a sound that seemed to contain other sounds inside it — but “Gaelor” was the closest a human voice could come, and so that was what she called him in her mind.

She had not seen him since the orgy of mouths. But she had found things. A second piece of warm meat outside the cabin door. A handful of dark berries arranged on a broad leaf. A smooth river stone, grey-black and cool, that fit perfectly in the palm of her hand. The food she savored, and the stone she kept on the shelf beside her bed

“He’s courting you,” Maren said one evening, matter-of-fact, as she stirred the hearth fire.

Sera was mending a tear in her dress — the grey wool was wearing thin at the seams — and she did not look up. “Oh, I don’t think that’s true.”

Maren set the poker aside. “Sera, he’s never done this before. The gifts, the watching, the way he intervened with the heavy-jawed one. He’s —” She paused, searching for the word. “He’s invested. In a way he’s never been invested in an offering before.”

Sera filed that away. Perhaps, one day, it would be useful.

∞∞∞

A few days later, the hunting band returned.

Sera heard them before she saw them — a distant sound like thunder, but rhythmic, too regular to be weather. Maren was on her feet before the teacup had stopped rattling on the shelf.

“They’re back,” she said. “The hunters. They’ve been gone for weeks, tracking something deep in the northern Wood. They’ll be celebrating. And they’ll be —”

“Rapacious,” Sera finished. She had learned the word from Maren. She had learned many words from Maren.

“Yes.” Maren’s face was unreadable, but her hands were still. “This will be different from the others. The hunters are not like the lower-rank beasts who gather in the bowl. They’re stronger. More aggressive. Weeks of celibacy and a successful hunt — they’ll be difficult to manage.”

“How many?”

“Ten or so. The core hunting band doesn’t change much.” Maren hesitated. Sera had never seen her hesitate before. “They will heed the king’s command and not take your maidenhead, but… I would be prepared to offer everything else. It will not be easy.”

And Sera was alarmed to see something on Maren’s face she had never seen before: fear.

∞∞∞

The hunting band’s gathering place was not the soft moss bowl. It was a hard-packed clearing deeper in the Wood, where the trees were scarred from years of celebration and the ground was bare earth instead of moss. A fire had been lit — the first fire Sera had seen in the Hollowed Wood — and its orange light threw dancing shadows against the ancient trunks.

Ten beasts cavorted, grunting and wrestling each other around the fire. They were not like the others.

They were bigger, for one thing — not elder-big, not Gaelor-big, but dense with the kind of muscle that came from running down prey in the deep Wood. Their fur was matted with the evidence of their hunt: dark stains that might have been blood, smears of mud and leaf-litter, the general dishevelment of creatures who had been living rough for weeks. Their eyes were brighter, more alert, the eyes of predators who had just succeeded at predation and were still running on the high of it.

Ten beasts, and ten throbbing hard cocks awaited Sera when she reached the edge of the firelight.

She stopped at the tree line. The fire was hot on her face. The beasts watched her with a focused, almost vibrating attention. They wanted her. Not as a duty to be discharged, not as a curiosity to be investigated, but as a body to be used.

Sera felt her stomach quiver. And then, deliberately, she straightened her spine. She let her dress fall to the ground. She used some of Meran’s oil to prepare her ass for the onslaught to come. Then she walked into the firelight.

The packed earth was cold beneath her bare feet. The fire snapped and sent sparks spiraling into the dark. She felt the weight of ten pairs of eyes across her skin, the heat of their regard as tangible as the flames.

The russet-furred leader stepped forward first. His breath steamed in the cold air. He circled her once, slowly, and she let him. When he stopped before her, his cock was already unsheathed—thick and dark against his belly, the head flushed and wet.

He grabbed her arm and pulled her to her knees.

The earth was hard. The grit pressed into her skin. She took his cock into her mouth and the taste of him was salt and musk and the copper tang of blood from his last kill. She worked him with her tongue, with her hand wrapped around the base, and he made a low rumbling sound that might have been approval.

Before she could settle into a rhythm, the scarred flanked beast stepped up behind her. His shadow fell across her back. She felt his hands—heavy, calloused—grip her hips and tilt her up.

She pulled her mouth free. “Oh, Gods. Slowly, please.”

He placed his cock at her entrance carefully enough that she thought he might be gentle, but then he entered her in one long push. The stretch was brutal. She gasped around the beast’s cock still in her mouth, and the russet-furred one held her steady, his claws jabbing her jaw. She breathed through the fullness, the burning pressure, the way her body fought the intrusion. Then the scarred flanked beast began to move.

She took the leader deeper into her throat to muffle the sounds she could not control. The rhythm of the two beasts was uncoordinated—the one behind her thrust in a steady, driving pace while the one before her rocked into her mouth in short, eager strokes. She worked them both, her hands gripping the leader’s thighs, her back arched to receive the one behind.

The three hunters circled. The pale-eyed beast stood beside the leader, his cock bobbing, waiting. The black-maned beast watched from the shadows. The grey-muzzled one simply watched, his eyes tracking every movement.

She could not keep up with all of them at once. She released the leader’s cock and turned her head, taking the pale-eyed beast into her mouth while the scarred flanked one continued to fuck her ass. The leader pressed his cock against her cheek, smearing his moisture across her skin, and she opened her mouth again to take him back.

She managed them—three at once, then two while she switched, then the grey-muzzled one who had not yet been serviced. She guided him to her mouth while the black-maned one mounted her from behind, his cock larger than the previous, and she had to breathe through the deeper stretch as he grunted and thrust and drool onto her back. The grey-muzzled beast finished thankfully quickly, his seed thick and warm across her tongue, and she swallowed.

When the black-maned beast came inside her ass, his cock pulsed and filled her with a heat that made her clench. She stayed still, taking it. The russet-furred leader came into her mouth a second time, and she swallowed again, tasting herself on him.

The scarred flanked beast bent over her and licked her ear. His breath was hot. He had not come yet. He pressed her to the ground, onto her stomach on the cold earth and took her ass again, this time while she lay flat, his weight pressing her into the dirt, grunting until he came deep inside her, his drool wet on her ear.

One by one they finished. The pale-eyed beast painted her face with his release while she was servicing one of the other ones. The grey-muzzled one spilled down her throat. Two others she tried to service simultaneously, but ended up swallowing neither, as both came seconds apart, and the best she could do was receive their cum in her open mouth.

When the last of them had spent, the russet-furred leader crouched before her. He looked at her—at her sweat-sheened skin, her reddened lips, the marks of their hands on her hips—and he touched her face. It was not gentle. It felt like an acknowledgment of respect.

Then he turned and walked into the darkness. The others followed, one by one, until the fire was the only living thing in the clearing.

Sera could not stand. She lay on the packed earth in the dying firelight, her body a map of soreness and strain, and breathed. The hunters had gone. The fire was burning down to embers. She was alone.

She did not know how long she lay there. Long enough for the fire to dim to coals. Long enough for the sweat to cool on her skin. Long enough to understand, with a clarity that cut through the exhaustion, that she had passed something. A test. A threshold. She had done the hardest thing she had ever done, and she had done it on her terms. The hunters had honored them — roughly, reluctantly, but they had honored them.

She dressed slowly, each movement a negotiation with her body. The grey wool was rough against skin that had been abraded by fur and hard earth and the sheer physical force of ten rapacious beasts. She walked back to the cabin one step at a time, her hand on tree trunks for balance, and when she pushed open the door she found the cabin empty.

Maren was not there.

Sera stood in the doorway for a moment, letting the absence register. Maren, who had been waiting with warm water and a cloth after every encounter. Maren, who had known the hunters were coming and had looked at Sera with fear in her eyes.

So Sera fetched her own water. She heated it herself. She stripped off her dress and sat on the edge of the bed and began to clean herself with slow, deliberate movements, working the cloth across the places that hurt the most. Her jaw. Her thighs. The space between her legs, which ached deeply.

The door opened.

Maren stood in the doorway, her face unreadable. Behind her, the night was full dark.

“You’re back,” Sera said. Her voice was flat.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here.” Maren closed the door behind her. “The She-Beast Council summoned me.”

Sera set the cloth aside. “Why?”

Maren crossed the room and sat on the bed beside her. In the low light of the hearth, her face looked older than twenty-eight — not in years, but in the weight of whatever she was about to say.

“The Council has been watching you. All of you — every encounter. The grey beast reported back. The elder reported back. The five in the bowl reported back. And now the hunters.” She paused. “They’re impressed, Sera. More than impressed.”

“And?”

“And they’ve declared a Great Gathering.”

Sera waited. The words meant nothing to her yet, but the way Maren said them — carefully, as if handling something sharp — told her they would.

“All the low-caste beasts,” Maren said. “Every male below the rank of elder. All of them, together, in one place. To be serviced by the offering.”

Sera felt her heart thud. “How many.”

“Fifty. Maybe more.”

Sera stared at the hearth fire. Her body ached. Her ass, her jaw. The taste of them was still in her mouth — salt and copper and something wild — and now there would be fifty? Fifty beasts. Fifty cocks to service. Fifty orgasms to manage.

She had passed a test tonight. And in passing it, she had earned a greater one.

“I can’t do it,” she said quietly. “I must talk to the king.”


﻿Chapter 6 — Maren’s Council

Sera did not sleep. She lay in the dark and stared at the ceiling and counted cracks until the grey light crept through the oiled-hide window, and then she rose and dressed and walked out of the cabin before Maren was awake.

She found Gaelor at the Great Tree.

She stopped six feet from him. Close enough to speak. Far enough to run, if she displeased him.

“Fifty beasts,” she said. Her voice was hoarse from the pounding her throat had taken the night before. “The Council wants me to service fifty beasts. I just did ten, and it nearly broke me. Fifty is not possible. Fifty is —” She stopped. She would not say cruel. She would not say unfair. She was a servant. Those words were not hers to use.

Gaelor watched her. His face — the heavy brow, the wide mouth, the eyes that held light — was unreadable, but she had spent two weeks learning to read the unreadable. She saw the slight shift in his posture, the way his shoulders settled, the way his great hands — large enough to close around her skull — hung still at his sides.

“It has been ordained,” he said.

His voice was the sound she had heard in the bowl. Low. Resonant. The kind of voice that bypassed the ears and spoke directly to the body. She had never heard him speak before. The fact that he was speaking now — to her, directly, in words she could understand — told her more than the words themselves.

“The She-Beast Council has declared it,” he said.

“Can’t you override them?”

A pause. The trees around them were still. Even the Wood seemed to be listening.

“The Great Gathering is foundational,” he said. “It is older than my reign. Older than the Council. It is not something I can refuse.”

Sera felt the hope drain out of her. She had not realized how much she had been carrying until it was gone.

“But,” Gaelor said, “I can promise, as always, that your maidenhead will not be taken. No beast will touch you beyond what you permit. Every beast will know, before the Gathering begins, that you are under my protection.” He held her gaze. “That is what I can do.”

Same as always. Sera almost wished she had one more hole to offer – a way to dilute the soreness.

But no… the king’s protection was something she should be grateful for. Sera looked at him — this enormous, ancient, careful creature who brought her warm meat and river stones and had never tried to touch her. He was not refusing her. He could not stop the Great Gathering. But he could ensure she survived it.

“Thank you,” she said. The words felt inadequate. They were all she had.

Gaelor inclined his head. Then he stepped back into the trees and was gone.

∞∞∞

Sera found Maren at the cabin, sitting at the rough wooden table with her hands wrapped around a cup of cold tea. She had clearly been waiting. Her face, when she looked up, was the face of someone who had not slept either.

“I went to Gaelor,” Sera said.

“I know.”

“He can’t stop it. But he’ll make sure my boundaries are honored, as always. So I have that, at least.”

Sera sat down across from her. The table between them was scarred and worn, the wood darkened by years of hands and cups and the general friction of living.

Maren took a deep breath.

“I’ll do it with you,” she said.

Sera stared at her. “Is that… permitted?”

Maren shrugged lightly. “But there’s nothing in the Council’s decree that says the offering must do it alone. And I just couldn’t let you.” She look at her. And in her eyes was… something. “How could I let you?” she repeated.

Sera felt something release in her chest. Not hope, exactly — hope was still too fragile — but something adjacent to hope. The knowledge that she would not face the Gathering alone.

“Thank you, Maren.” The words were inadequate, but Sera hoped her sincerity was captured in the catch of her voice as she spoke.

Maren’s thumb moved across Sera’s knuckles. The gesture was small, almost unconscious. “Of course.”

Sera kissed her then. It was a kiss of gratitude. The kiss of a friend. But they did not separate. Sera lingered there, and Maren touched her cheek.

Their eyes met. What was this?

Sera did not know who moved first. Maybe they both did. Maybe the space between them had been shrinking for two weeks and this was simply the moment it disappeared.

Maren’s mouth was soft. That was the first thing Sera noticed — softer than she had expected, softer than anything in the Hollowed Wood had a right to be. The kiss was unhurried, an understanding expressed in a single breath. Maren’s hand stroked Sera’s jaw — the same jaw that had ached after the grey beast, after the broad elder, after the ten in the bowl, after the hunters — and her thumb traced the hinge of it with a gentleness that made Sera’s eyes sting.

“I’ve wanted to do that,” Maren murmured against her mouth, “since the bath.”

Sera kissed her instead of responding. It was response enough.

The kiss deepened, and Sera felt Maren’s body open against hers in invitation. Maren’s tongue swept into her mouth, tasting of herbs and something darker, and Sera heard herself make a sound she hadn’t known she could make. A wanting sound.

Maren’s hands found the ties at Sera’s shoulders. “May I?” she asked against Sera’s mouth.

“Yes.”

The dress fell away. Sera stood in the firelight in her shift, and Maren looked at her—not like the beasts had looked at her, not like a thing to be consumed, but like a person to be enjoyed. Maren’s fingers found the hem of the shift and lifted it slowly. The air touched Sera’s skin, and she felt found she wasn’t shy as Maren’s eyes ranged across her naked skin.

Maren took off her own clothes with the same economy she applied to everything—fastened buckles, pulled leather laces, let the cloth fall. And then she was naked, and Sera’s breath stopped.

She had seen other women’s bodies before, in the castle baths. But she had never looked like this. The scar across Maren’s collarbone, a pale seam where some blade had found her. The calluses on her palms. The firmness of her breasts, the way they rose and fell as she breathed. Thatch of dark hair between her thighs. Sera wanted to learn all of it.

She reached out. Her fingers traced the scar on Maren’s collarbone—felt the raised tissue, the way Maren’s breath caught. Sera leaned in and pressed her mouth to it. A small kiss. An acknowledgment.

Maren’s hand came up to cup the back of Sera’s head. “We have all night.” she said.

“I don’t know how to do this,” Sera admitted against Maren’s skin.

“We’ll figure it out together.”

Maren guided her to the bed—straw ticking and wool blankets, the smell of rain and dried herbs. The fire murmured in its hearth. Maren laid Sera on her back and stretched out beside her, propped on one elbow.

“Show me what you do,” Maren whispered. “When you touch yourself.”

Sera blushed, but Maren gave her a nod of encouragement.

Sera took Maren’s hand and guided it down, over her belly, between her thighs. Sera felt her own fingers find that familiar spot—the wetness, the soft folds. She placed Maren’s hand there, showing her where to circle.

“Like this?” Maren asked.

“Yes. Slower.”

Maren slowed. The sensation built differently than when she touched herself—less urgent, more deliberate. Her hips shifted against Maren’s fingers.

Maren’s palm settled over her, one finger—then two—slipping through the slickness of her. Sera gasped. Maren was finding places Sera hadn’t. She seemed to know exactly where to press, how to circle, when to pause.

“Please,” Sera heard herself say. She hadn’t meant to speak.

“Please what?”

“Just—don’t stop.”

Maren didn’t. She lowered her mouth to Sera’s breast, and Sera felt the wet heat of her tongue against the tight peak, and the combination of that and the hand between her legs was unbearable. She arched into it, heard herself making sounds, heard Maren’s soft encouragement—yes, like that, you’re beautiful.

Then Maren was moving down the bed, her mouth trailing over Sera’s belly, the jut of her hip, and Sera knew what was coming and she was terrified and she wanted it desperately.

Maren’s hands parted her thighs. Sera felt the breath of her, then her mouth found her.

It was nothing like Sera had imagined. Because she had imagined it—sometimes, in the dark, when she touched herself and wondered what a mouth would feel like. But the reality was wet heat, and the precise pressure of Maren’s tongue, and the way Maren’s hands held her hips steady, anchoring her. Sera’s hands clutched in the blankets. The pleasure built from somewhere deep inside her, rising like a tide.

Maren’s tongue moved in slow circles, then faster, then paused to suck gently, and Sera felt her climax coming. She tried to warn Maren, to say I’m close, but what came out was a broken sound.

Maren’s mouth pressed harder, her fingers sliding inside Sera, and Sera shattered.

It rolled through her in waves—opening her chest, her throat, her legs. She heard herself cry out, felt her body clamp around Maren’s fingers, felt the aftershocks ripple through her thighs. Maren kept licking, gentler now, bringing her down.

When Sera could breathe again, Maren crawled up beside her, her face slick, her eyes soft. Maren kissed her, and Sera tasted herself on Maren’s lips. It should have been strange. It was not.

“Now you,” Sera said.

“Sera, you spend your entire life servicing others. Enjoy just taking for once.”

“But I want to.”

And she did. Yes, she spent her life servicing. But that was duty. This was Maren. She wanted to give her pleasure.

Maren hesitated. Then she lay back, letting Sera see her—the flush on her chest, the way her nipples had tightened, the wetness between her thighs. Sera had learned from watching. She wanted to learn from doing.

She knelt between Maren’s legs and tried to remember what Maren had done. She started with her hands—traced the inside of Maren’s thigh, felt the muscle tremble. She leaned down and kissed Maren’s hip, her belly, her ribs. Maren’s hand found the back of Sera’s head.

“Higher,” Maren said.

Sera shifted. Her mouth found the little nub of flesh, and she licked, uncertain, experimental. Maren’s hand tightened in her hair.

“Slower. Use your tongue flat.”

Sera did. Maren’s hips rocking against her mouth, her breath coming faster. Sera learned the rhythm, the way Maren moaned when she circled a certain spot, the way her legs spread wider when Sera pushed her tongue deeper. She felt powerful. Not just used, but in control.

Maren came quietly. Her body tensed, a long, shaking exhale, and her hand pressed Sera’s face harder against her, and Sera tasted her—sharp and warm—and kept her mouth there until Maren tugged her up by the hair.

“Come here,” Maren said, laughing happily and pulling her close. “Come here.”

Sera lay against Maren’s chest, their bodies slick, the fire crackling. Maren’s arms wrapped around her. Maren’s heartbeat under her ear was still fast.

“Did I do it right?” Sera asked.

“You did it perfectly.”

Sera pressed her face into Maren’s neck and felt the tears come. Joy? Fear? A swirling combination of the two, maybe.

They lay in silence for a while. The fire popped. The cabin settled. Outside, the Wood moved through its nocturnal rhythms, things calling to things in sounds that were no longer frightening, only familiar.

“There’s something outside,” Maren said.

Sera tensed. Maren’s hand pressed flat against her back — a reassurance.

“It’s not a threat. Look.”

Sera turned her head toward the door. Through the gap at the bottom — the cabin was well-built, but not perfectly sealed — she could see something resting on the threshold stone. Something pale. Something carved.

She rose, wrapped a blanket around herself, and opened the door.

The bone comb lay on the stone.

It was beautiful — not beautiful by palace standards, where beauty meant gold leaf and jeweled inlays and the labor of artisans who had never seen the inside of a kitchen. It was beautiful in the way the river stone was beautiful, in the way the grey beast’s amber eyes were beautiful. Practical and perfect. The comb was carved from a single piece of bone, pale as moonlight, its teeth fine and even, its back shaped into a curve that suggested — without depicting — the arc of a woman’s neck. The workmanship was patient. Specific. Personal.

Sera picked it up. The bone was cool and smooth, and it fit in her hand the way the river stone had fit in her palm — as if it had been measured.

“He carved it himself,” Maren said from the bed. “Gaelor. That’s his work. I’ve seen him make things before — tools, bowls, the beams of this cabin — but never anything like that. Never anything decorative.”

Sera turned the comb over in her hands. The firelight caught the edge of it and glowed through the bone. She brought the comb to her hair. She worked it through the tangles slowly, feeling the teeth slide against her scalp. It was exactly the right weight. Exactly the right curve.

“He’s in love with me,” she said. It was not a question.

“I think he might be.”

Sera set the comb on the shelf beside her bed, next to the river stone and the small heart-shaped rock from the bowl. Three objects. Three gifts. A king’s courtship, conducted in silence and patience and carved bone.

She climbed back into the bed, and Maren pulled the blankets over both of them, and they slept as the grey light of morning began to creep through the window.


﻿Chapter 7 — The Great Gathering

The day of the Great Gathering dawned grey and still. No wind moved through the canopy. No beasts called in the distance. The Wood itself seemed to be holding its breath.

Sera woke in Maren’s bed, the bone comb on the shelf beside her, the river stone and the heart-shaped rock arranged beside it like a small altar to a religion she had not yet named. Maren was already up, moving through the cabin with the quiet focus of someone who had been preparing for difficult things for a decade.

“There’s bread on the table,” Maren said without turning around. “And tea. Eat. You’ll need it.”

Sera ate. The bread was dense and dark, made from something that grew in the Wood — not wheat, not any grain she recognized, but nourishing. The tea was the same bitter brew Maren always made. It felt like ritual.

Sera set down her bread. “Will he be there?”

“Gaelor?”

Sera nodded.

“He’ll be watching. He always watches.”

The Gathering place was the deepest part of the Hollowed Wood Sera had yet seen — a vast natural amphitheater where the trees themselves seemed to have arranged themselves in concentric rings, where waiting beasts lurked, their eyes catching the light of the ceremonial fires that had been lit at intervals around the perimeter.

Fifty beasts. More than fifty — Sera counted fifty-three before she stopped counting. They were arranged by rank, the lowest at the outer edge, the higher-ranking closer to the center, where a raised platform of packed earth and moss had been prepared. The platform was circular, roughly ten feet across, and on it rested nothing but moss — thick, soft, the kind of moss that had cushioned Sera’s knees in the bowl three weeks ago.

Maren stood beside her at the edge of the amphitheater. Her hand found Sera’s and squeezed once, quickly, then released.

“Together,” Maren said.

“Together.”

They walked to the platform side by side. The beasts watched them come — fifty-three pairs of eyes, amber and gold and pale blue and deep brown, tracking their progress with the same focused attention Sera had come to recognize. But there was something different in it tonight. The hunger was there, but also something else.

It felt like reverence.

They reached the platform. Sera removed her dress. Beside her, Maren did the same. They stood naked in the firelight, two human women at the center of a circle of beasts, and Sera felt something she had never expected to feel in this moment: not just fear, but also a strange, complex pride. She had earned this. She had set terms and kept them and survived, and now she was standing at the center of a sacred ceremony, and she was not alone.

She looked at Maren. Maren looked back at her. And then, together, they knelt.

They came in small groups at first, two and three together, cocks hard and glistening in the firelight, heads swollen and purple, tips oozing fluid. Sera took the first cock into her mouth without hesitation, because hesitation was weakness, and she was not weak. She reached up and jerked two others within reach.

Precum oozed down her wrists and onto her tongue as she dutifully sucked and jerked. She glanced over at Maren, and felt an unexpected surge of arousal watching Maren similarly servicing two cocks, first one then the other, strands of saliva and precum dripping from her lips to her chin and chest each time she swapped.

The first orgasm came, the beast in her mouth grunting and grabbing the back of her head and pulling her into him. She gagged on his cock as it jabbed the back of her throat, but he was already cumming, and the first thick gush shot down her throat. She held on, swallowing the thick seed the best she could, and when the last weak pulse oozed onto her tongue she finally pulled away, coughed once, and then another cock was probing at her lips.

She heard Maren cry out in pain and looked over in that direction. Maren was on her hands and knees now, grunting as a beast plowed his massive cock into her ass. Her face rested in a second beast’s lap, not even sucking his cock – she just rested her head there, licking the base of the cock, while the beast jerked himself furious, his eye focused on nothing. Finally with a growl the beast came, one shot leaping into the air never to be seen again, but the rest oozing out down the beast’s shaft and onto Maren’s face.

Sera felt a surge of gratitude. Those were two fewer beasts for her to service, a sacrifice her friend was making for her, but at the moment Maren’s face was still buried in beastly fur and Sera couldn’t make eye contact to thank her.

Suddenly rough hands pushed her down – she didn’t even see who – and there was a cock pushing itself between her ass cheeks. She had prepared herself with Maren’s oil, but still the first push made her gasp against the moss. He began thrusting, deep and heedless, and she exhaled and took him fully, felt him seated inside her, felt the stretch that was neither just pain nor pleasure but a heady combination of both. As he fucked her she moved with him, her body finding the rhythm the best she could.

She pushed herself up onto her elbows, and a cock found her mouth. She suckled it mindlessly until it filled her mouth with that thick beast semen, and then another one followed before she had even finished swallowing. As she sucked that one, the beast behind her roared and came deep in her ass. The cock in her mouth blasted its load into her throat. From some other cock – maybe she had never even touched this one – jets of semen started hitting her check and ear.

She wished she could have seen who that was. It was rude, and she would have liked to rebuke him.

Beast after beast came, and Sera’s jaw ached and her mouth was slick with her own saliva and the loads of beasts who had come in her mouth and on her tongue, their seed thick and warm, sliding down her throat or pooling on her chin. Her cheeks and hair were sticky with dried cum, one eye sticking every time she blinked it. Her ass burned, wet and painful, as one intrusion followed another – some blessedly smaller than the last, some shockingly larger than she ever thought she could handle.

And still they came. Fifteen beasts. Twenty. Sera lost count and stopped caring. The firelight painted everything in gold and shadow, and her body had become something other than hers—a vessel, a channel, a point through which the ritual flowed. She no longer flinched when a beast’s hands found her shoulders, her waist, her breasts. She accepted the weight of them, the heat of them, the straining cocks they pressed between her lips or into her depths. And through it all, Maren was there.

Sera looked for her between beasts, found her slick with sweat and cum, her red hair plastered to her temples, her eyes bright and focused. Once, when a gap opened between beast groups, Maren crawled to Sera and cupped her face and kissed her, tasting of salt and seed, and Sera clutched her hand. “We’re doing this,” Sera whispered, and Maren laughed, low and raw.

“Halfway there,” Maren said. “Don’t you dare stop.”

Twenty-five beasts. Thirty. Sera’s ass was breathtakingly sore, but at some point she stopped caring—the soreness was a certificate, a proof of effort. She had stopped trying to distinguish one beast from another and thought of them instead as a river: endless, flowing through her, over her, making her wet and filled and emptied and filled again. They came in her mouth and she swallowed. They came inside her ass and she felt the warmth pool run down her inner thighs when they withdrew. They came on her face and she wore it, marked by it, and the weight of their reverence was as heavy as their bodies.

Forty beasts. Sera was beyond exhaustion, operating on something else—a trance, perhaps, or the strange euphoria that came when the body had surrendered and the mind had followed. She was on her side, a beast behind her, his arm wrapped around her waist, his cock sliding into her ass from behind. Another beast knelt before her, offering his shaft to her lips, and she took him, tasting herself on him, tasting the salt of both their efforts. The rhythm was ancient, hypnotic: thrust and swallow, breathe and take. Maren was somewhere nearby, making sounds of animal pleasure, and Sera reached out blindly and found her hand, and they held on to each other as the final beasts approached.

Forty-five. Fifty. Fifty-three. The last beast was smaller than the others, almost young, and he trembled as he offered himself to Sera’s mouth. She was gentle with him, took him in with a slowness that surprised her, let him find his own rhythm. He came quickly, his seed spilling over her tongue in short, hot pulses, and he pulled away with a sound that might have been gratitude. Sera swallowed and lay back on the moss, her chest heaving, her skin burning with the heat of fifty-three beasts and her own exertion.

Maren collapsed beside her. Their hands found each other automatically. They were both slick, both marked, both breathing in gasps. They kissed, the remnants of beast semen swirling between their tongues.

Maren’s hand was still in hers. Sera squeezed it.

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. “I couldn’t have —”

“I know.” Maren turned her head and pressed her lips to Sera’s temple. “You would have done the same for me.”

They helped each other up. Their dresses were where they had left them, folded at the edge of the platform, but neither woman reached for hers yet. They stood together in the dying firelight, naked and marked and triumphant, and Sera felt something she had not felt since before Toby, since before the palace, since before she learned that hope was a currency you could spend and lose: she felt whole.

A shadow moved at the edge of the amphitheater.

Gaelor.

He descended through the tiers slowly, his dark fur absorbing the firelight, his amber eyes fixed on Sera. The remaining beasts — a few attendants, some lower-rank creatures who had lingered — parted for him without being told.

He stopped at the edge of the platform. Close enough to touch. He was not carrying a gift. His hands hung at his sides, those enormous hands that had carved the bone comb and left warm meat on the moss and never, not once, touched her without permission.

“Seraphine,” he said.

It was the first time he had spoken her full name. Her real name. The name no one in the palace had ever used. From his mouth, the syllables carried weight.

“After you clean yourself, I command you to come to my chamber.”

Sera looked at him. His posture was almost anxious.

“For what purpose?” she asked, and Gaelor looked startled.

Then he recovered. Stood up straight. “I will take your maidenhead.”

Sera stared at him. She had refused a prince before, she could refuse a king.

“It is not yours to take,” she said firmly. “Take my life, if you must, but you will not take that.”

Nearby beasts stepped forward. Perhaps they had never seen their king challenged. She felt their presence, felt them nearing, ready to ensure – by any means – that the king’s command was heeded.

He could have forced her. Despite her words, she knew it. If he wished to force her, he could have taken her right there, or in his chambers.

Instead he bowed. “As you wish.”

He turned and walked away.


Chapter 8 — Seraphine

The king did not come that night. Nor did he send beasts to drag her to his chamber.

So the next night, she went to him.

She had not planned it. She had planned to wait longer — a week, maybe two, long enough to be certain that what she felt was desire and not strategy, that she was choosing him rather than using him. But when she woke in the dark with Maren’s arm draped across her waist and knew, with a clarity that bypassed thought entirely, that she was ready.

She dressed in silence. The bone comb was on the shelf, and she lifted it with the same care she had used when she first picked it up from the threshold stone. She worked it into her hair slowly, feeling the teeth slide against her scalp, settling it at the crown of her head where it belonged.

The trees outside Gaelor’s lair were the oldest she had seen — ancient beyond ancient, their trunks wider than the cabin, their branches forming a dome overhead so perfect it seemed designed. Moss covered the ground in a carpet of silver-green. A single brazier burned at the center, its flame steady, its light warm. And in the center of the light, on a bed of moss and furs that had been arranged with obvious care, Gaelor was waiting.

He was not standing. He was not watching from the tree line. He was sitting on the edge of the fur bed, his massive hands resting on his thighs, his amber eyes fixed on the entrance to the clearing as if he had been waiting for her all night. Perhaps he had.

“Seraphine,” he said.

She walked toward him. The bone comb held her hair back from her face, and she felt it shift with every step, a small weight that reminded her of everything he had given her without asking for anything in return.

“You cannot take my maidenhead,” she said.

“I know.”

“But if you ask nicely, I may give it to you.”

He was silent for a long moment. Then slid from the edge of the fur bed and onto his knees.

He knelt before her — this enormous creature, this ancient king, this being who could silence a clearing of fifty beasts with a single sound — and hung his head. His hands were loose at his sides. His voice, when it came, was rough.

“I am smitten with you. I have been in love with you since the first moment I heard you sing. I know I am rough. I know I am not what you would have chosen, if you had been given a choice. I know I am —” he gestured at himself, at the dark fur and the broad chest and the hands that could close around her skull — “this. But I would give anything to be the man you need me to be.”

Sera looked down at him. At the king of the Hollowed Wood, on his knees, confessing love in a voice that shook. And she felt something break open in her chest — not fragile, not weak, but something that had been closed for a very long time.

She reached down and took his face in her hands. The fur was softer than she had imagined. The bone of his jaw was solid and warm. She tilted his head up until his amber eyes met hers.

“You are not what I would have chosen,” she said. “You are better.”

She kissed him.

It was not a gentle thing—she had not come this far for gentleness. Her mouth pressed against his, and she felt the shift of fur against her lips, the strange texture of his jaw beneath her hands. He made a sound low in his throat, and his hands came up to frame her face, enormous and impossibly careful, thumbs brushing the line of her cheekbones. She opened her mouth against his, and he answered—tongue sliding against hers, slow and deliberate, as if he were learning the shape of her by taste.

She kissed him, tongue twirling with his and running over the tips of his sharp teeth, until she had no breath left, and then she pulled back, her hands still cradling his face. His amber eyes were dark, the vertical pupils wide, his chest rising and falling in a rhythm she could feel through the air between them.

“I want to be naked,” she said. “I want you to see me.”

He did not move. His hands dropped to his sides, and he waited.

She reached for the fastenings of her dress—the simple wool shift she had worn for days, the same one she had worn into the Wood. Her fingers were steady. She pulled the dress over her head and let it fall to the moss floor.

The firelight painted her in gold and shadow. She stood before him in nothing, her skin prickling in the cool air, her nipples tight, her body exposed in a way she had never chosen before. She did not cover herself. She let him look.

And he looked. His gaze traveled over her with a reverence that made her chest ache. He started at her face and moved down—her throat, her collarbones, the slope of her breasts, the curve of her waist, the dark hair between her thighs. His throat worked. His hands stayed at his sides.

“You are beautiful,” he said, and the words were raw, pulled from somewhere deep. “I have never seen anything like you.”

“Touch me,” she said.

He rose from his knees and came to her, and his hands—broad enough to span her waist—settled on her hips. He pressed his forehead against hers, his breath warm and uneven. Then he lowered his mouth to her throat, kissing the place where her pulse beat. His lips were soft. The brush of his fur against her skin was strange and good.

He turned her gently, back her to the bed, where she sat at the edge.

He knelt. Not in supplication this time, but in service. His hands moved over her body—over her ribs, her stomach, the curve of her hips. He traced the inside of her thigh with reverent fingers, and she shivered. He pressed his mouth to her belly, and she felt the warmth of his breath, the tickle of fur, the brush of his lips.

When he settled between her thighs, she knew what was coming. She parted her legs for him without being asked.

His hands spread her open—gentle, so gentle, his thumbs parting the folds of her sex. She was already wet. She could feel the slickness, the heat, the way her body anticipated his touch. He made a sound, a low wordless hum of wonder, and then he lowered his mouth to her.

His tongue was warm and broad. He licked along the length of her, from her entrance to her clit, slow and exploratory. She gasped, her hands finding his head, the fur soft and thick. He did not rush. He tasted her as if she were something sacred, learning the shape of her pleasure with each stroke of his tongue. When he found her clit, she moaned—a sound that surprised her, low and open.

He lingered there. He circled her clit with his tongue, then drew it into his mouth and sucked gently. Her hips bucked, and his hands tightened on her thighs, holding her steady, keeping her open. He licked and sucked and pressed his tongue inside her, and she felt the heat building, coiling low in her belly, the pleasure rising.

The pleasure snapped and she came with a sharp cry, her back bowing off the furs, her fingers twisted tight in the thick pelt of his shoulders. He growled softly against her, the vibration humming through her clit, and for an instant she felt the faint, careful nip of one sharp tooth against the tender skin of her inner labia—a reminder of what he was, of all that strength held in check. He did not stop. His tongue coaxed her through every pulse, drawing out the fierce clench of her body until the waves softened and she fell limp, her legs trembling uselessly, his massive head still cradled between them.

He raised his head and looked up at her. The fur around his mouth was wet with her, his amber eyes dark.

“Come here,” she said, sliding her body fully onto the bed.

He stood. His cock was hard, rising from the hair between his legs, longer and thicker than she had imagined. The head was flushed dark. She did not look away.

She spread her legs for him, and he climbed onto the bed toward her. She reached down and took his cock in her hand. It was warm and heavy, the skin smooth over hardness. She guided the head to her entrance, and she paused. He gazed into her eyes, waiting for a signal to proceed.

She had imagined this moment many times. In the cottage, in the yard, in the dark of her bed. She had always been afraid. She was not afraid now.

She nodded.

The first push brought a bright pain—sharp and sudden, a stretch too deep too fast. She gasped and he stopped, watching her, while her hands braced on his chest.

She breathed. Once. Twice. The pain did not subside, but it sharpened into something she could hold. She nodded again and he thrust forward, slower, and she felt her body give way, felt him slide deeper, felt the fullness of him inside her, the impossible stretch. A sound escaped her—pain, pleasure. Everything.

He fucked her, his massive cock sliding in and out of her wetness, her body learning quickly. She adjusted the angle, and his next thrust took him deeper, then deeper, his pelvis grinding into hers, and he groaned. She watched his face—the way his eyes closed, the way his lips parted, the way his breath caught.

He opened his eyes and marveled at her. “You are so small,” he said, his voice rough. “And you take all of me.”

She did. She felt the size of him inside her—how he filled every part of her, how her body had to stretch to accommodate him, how the sensation of being so thoroughly taken was both foreign and right. He thrust into her harder, and the pain had transformed now, becoming a part of the pleasure, a counterpoint that made every sensation sharper.

He reached down and touched one of her breasts, his thumbs brushing her nipples with a sharp claw. She gasped.

The second orgasm built differently. It came from deeper, from the place where he was buried inside her, where the pressure of his cock against her walls sparked a heat that spread through her belly and up her spine. She pressed back against his thrusts and pulled her knees back with her hands, and the pleasure rose, and she heard herself moaning, a string of half-formed words that might have been his name.

She came around him. Her body clenched, her inner muscles gripping him tight, and the wave of release rolled through her, deep and shuddering. She cried out, and he caught her, his hands on her hips, his body going rigid beneath her.

He did not come. He held himself still, breathing hard, his cock twitching inside her.

“Sera.” Her name, spoken like a prayer. “May I—may I come inside you?”

“Yes,” she said, and she meant it.

He groaned and thrust down into her, once, twice, a third time, and then his body locked, his hands gripping her hips so hard she would bruise. She felt the warmth of his release—hot and thick, filling her, a sensation so intimate and strange that she understood in that moment why this was the act that changed everything. His cum spilled into her, and he pressed his forehead against her chest, his breath ragged, his whole body trembling.

She stroked his fur, letting him ride out the last pulses of his release. When he went still, she did not move. She wrapped her legs around him, still joined, his seed warm inside her, and she felt something settle in her bones.

Afterward, they lay together in the furs. The brazier had burned down to coals. The dome of branches overhead was visible now, the sky beyond it beginning to pale toward dawn. Sera’s body was different. Not in any way she could point to — she was still small, still human, still the same skin and bone and muscle she had always been — but different. She had crossed a threshold. She had given something she had protected for years, and she had given it not as currency but as a gift.

Gaelor’s arm was around her, his chest a wall of warmth at her back. She could feel his heartbeat — enormous, slow, the rhythm of something that had lived for centuries and would live for centuries more.

“Seraphine,” he said. His voice was a rumble she felt through her spine.

“Yes.”

“What do you want? The moon. The stars. Anything. Tell me what you want and I will give it to you.”

Sera was quiet for a long moment. She thought of Toby. Of the antechamber. Of the cold stone floor she had polished herself. Of the way he had said married like a punchline. Of the court watching, the faces she had catalogued, the vow she had made to herself as the guards marched her through the throne room.

I will remember every face in this room. And I will come back.

She turned in Gaelor’s arms until she was facing him. His amber eyes caught the dying light of the brazier and held it.

“There is one thing,” she said.


Chapter 9 — The Queen’s Return

The kingdom had never seen anything like it.

They came at dawn — fifty beasts in formation, their fur catching the early light, their eyes bright with the focus of creatures who had been given a purpose and intended to fulfill it. At their head walked the king, Gaelor, dark and enormous and unmistakably sovereign. And at Gaelor’s side, dressed in a gown that Maren had made from the fine wool the She-Beast Council had provided, the bone comb gleaming in her hair, was Sera.

She walked through the gates of the palace she had entered as a servant six years ago, and the guards — the same guards who had marched her to the cart, the same guards who had watched her be condemned — scrambled out of her way. With fifty beasts behind her, it was the only rational choice available to them.

The throne room was exactly as she remembered it. The vaulted ceiling. The stone floor — polished, she noticed distantly — polished by someone else now, some other servant girl who had taken her place. The court was assembled: the same nobles in their silks and velvets, the same ministers in their dark robes, the same clerks and attendants who had watched her condemnation and done nothing.

She catalogued their faces. The woman with the fan. The minister who would not meet her eyes. The young clerk who had looked ill. She had told herself she would remember, and she had.

Toby was on the dais.

He was not wearing the crown — that belonged to his father, the king, who had fled at the first report of the approaching beasts and was presumably somewhere in the countryside by now, rethinking his life choices. But Toby stood before the throne as if it were already his, his face pale, his hands gripping the arms of the chair he had not yet inherited.

Gaelor stopped at the center of the throne room. Sera stopped beside him. The fifty beasts fanned out behind them, filling the space with the quiet presence of creatures who did not need to threaten because their existence was threat enough.

“Sera, so nice to see you.” Toby’s voice carried across the silent hall. He was trying for diplomatic but landed somewhere closer to simpering. “What are you doing here?”

Sera looked at him. She had been on her knees before this man. She had taken him into her mouth and believed his promises. She had refused him one thing, and he had tried to destroy her for it.

“I’m taking what’s mine,” she said.

∞∞∞

The coronation was swift. There was no ceremony — the palace priests had fled with the king — but ceremony was not required. Gaelor spoke three words in the language of the beasts, and the She-Beast Council, who had followed the procession at a distance, inclined their heads in acknowledgment. Maren, who had walked at Sera’s left shoulder the entire way, produced a circlet of woven silver branches — the work of beast hands, patient and precise — and set it on Sera’s head.

The court watched. The court, which had watched her condemnation three weeks ago, watched her coronation now. The woman with the fan was not smiling. The minister in the dark robe was sweating. The young clerk looked like he might cry.

Sera sat on the throne — the actual throne, the one Toby’s father had occupied, the one Toby had expected to inherit — and looked out at the assembled nobility of the kingdom that had discarded her.

Gaelor stood at her right shoulder. Maren stood at her left.

Toby stood on the floor before her, held by two beasts.

Sera lifted his voice to the room. “As I have been crowned by the traditions of the Hollowed Wood, I think we should celebrate in the manner of the Hollowed Wood. I propose a Great Gathering!”

The assembled beasts hooted in approval, stomping their feet.

Toby looked around at all the hooting, confused. “And what the fuck is a Great Gathering?”

“It’s a beastly ritual,” Sera explained. “Very important in beast culture.”

“But who shall the offering be?” Maren asked.

“Oh, I have some idea,” Sera said, smiling down at Toby.

Toby’s eyes widened in fear. The beasts hooted their approval and started to move in.

“Don’t worry,” Sera said. “I’m sure you can handle it.”
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