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Sex & Sorcery 3


"The Last Mage" by Dragon Cobolt

Fiona dropped onto the side of the road and laid there. Blind, dry lipped, rasping desperately for breath - she figured that this was it. She'd had a short life, poorly lived, and would now die in the dirt. She hadn't done a damn thing worth writing down. Not that many people here could write anymore.

Her mother had told her stories of cities, of places where healers and magicians could cure any plague or sickness that now one would simply need to suffer through. But her mother had been a child when the cities burned and her stories had held the tinge of fantasy. There were people that Fiona had met – people who spoke the Common Tongue with a strange lilt and odder word choices - who didn't believe in the cities at all.

But she had seen them.

She had seen them.

That was something worth living for. That glimpse – that momentary fragment of a better world.

Something to hold onto.

She closed her eyes and then reached out with one arm. She dragged herself forward, not thinking of a direction or a place to go. She just would go. Forward. Inch by bloody inch. Breathing in and out with slow, rasping breath – the sound not unlike the burr of a saw cutting through a dead tree. She felt the rubble and dirt of the path press against her leather armor and the beating heat of the sun blazing onto her head. She dragged herself forward to the point where her toes touched the indentation where her chin had rested when she heard something else.

It crunched – closer. Closer.

Another one?

A wanderer?

A traveler?

Would they even stop?

She could imagine what she'd have done – roll a body back, check to see if they lived. If they did... well, if they had something of value, she'd have slit their throat and taken it. That was the way the world worked – and she couldn't have helped anyone most of the time. No sense letting both die. And a slit throat was a mercy, out here. In the Forgotten Lands.

Crunch... crunch... crunch...

The footsteps stopped.

A boot kicked at her shoulder.

Fiona didn't feel like moving. At least the throat-cut would be fast. She closed her eyes, her face pressed to the ground. The smell of the dirt and the grime filled her nostrils. She breathed in – tasted the scent – then breathed out. The boot tucked under her shoulder, then rolled her slowly onto her back. Her arm flopped to the side and she groaned quietly. The light shining in her eyes hurt. Then a dark shape moved between her eyes and the sun – casting shadows as dazzling as the sun had been a moment before.

“Well, hell.” The voice was smooth. Snide, even. He sounded as if her survival was a personal affront to him. Here came the knife, she thought. Or the boot. “You're alive. Gods. Couldn't even die properly, could you?” He shook his head, then pointed at her with a single finger. “Nox.”

The word rang in her ears – loud enough to make her whole body buzz.

And then Fiona fell – fell into utter blackness.

* * *

Fiona's eyes opened.

This in and of itself was almost as shocking as what she saw and heard. What she heard was burbling – the sound of water, so rare in these parched lands – and what she saw was greenery. The ceiling of the cave she lay in had moss and bits of vines winding along the walls. The floor had even thicker patches of moss around the stones and the rocks that thrust up – like mountains through a cloud layer. She saw the stream flowing by the mouth of the cave – glinting in the sunlight that shone down from the heavens. The sky was a startling shade of blue – so different from what she was used to seeing.

And kneeling before the cave was a man.

Fiona's breath caught in her throat.

The man was a god. That was the first thought that sprang to mind – and it was hard to beat back, no matter how many times the priests had told her that the gods were dead. What other sort of man sat before a fire, with food cooking before him, without a weapon... and yet did not glance around furtively. That alone was shocking. The fact that he was also a walking god in the other sense came almost as an afterthought: broad shoulders, thick with iron hard muscle under ebony skin, the definition so intense that even from a distance, Fiona could practically trace the individual groupings with her eyes - easy, as he was almost naked. She had seen men similarly muscled, but they always came with scars – broken faces and ugly, jagged teeth. Brawlers' bodies, bodies built by and for the endless war of the Forgotten Lands.

This man turned his face to the cave – his eyes thoughtful, his lips set. He had a wide nose and his eyes were the most intense shade of brown that she had ever seen. His bald head shone in the sun, and Fiona felt her body tingle all over just looking at him.

She blinked and checked herself – she was clothed. Cleaned, somehow, but clothed. She put her hand to her mouth – it felt moist, and she didn't have the intense pangs of a water headache. He had fed her, cleaned her...clothed her? But she didn't feel as if her clothes had moved an inch – and checking, she still had her daggers hidden here, there. She even had the garotte wire tucked along the left sleeve – if he had stripped her, he had put everything back exactly where he had found it.

And this place…

She had seen this much greenery. Yes.

In Xebec's home.

She shuddered – shying away from the memory – as she started to move from the bed of rock and moss. Her feet touched moss and a faint crunch sounded.

The man just smirked. “Awake?” he asked – the same sardonic tones she remembered coming to her clearly. “I was beginning to think I shouldn't have bothered – I could have gotten the same amount of conversational entertainment from the rocks.”

Fiona started. “You...saved my life and-”

“If you're going to ask and talk about obvious things, I'll put you back on the road,” the man said, standing – he moved with fluid grace. “Come now – if you can't put the pieces together, I'm not going to walk you through it. I no longer need to hold the hands of simpering noblemen or modulate my speech to avoid offending someone. The end of the world has done that much.”

Fiona blinked. “You're an ass,” she said, frowning. She said it before quite thinking through – realizing, after a moment, what his words meant.

The man turned to face her head on. His lips twisted, his expression was a mixture of prickly distaste and confusion – his brow furrowing as he looked at her. Fiona stood there, frozen – like a mouse eyed by a cat that was too close to run from and too far to just grab her. What have you done, you stupid bint! she thought. He's obviously got a power of some kind – whether it's skill at arms or some Medi trick, and you just called him an ass. He could piss on your face and you should treat it like water, considering what he's done for you! Stupid! Stu-

The man grinned. “I like you. What is your name?”

“What?” Fiona asked.

“Odd choice, but who am I to argue with your parents, What,” he said, smirking at her.

“No, it's...” Fiona shook her head, realizing he was fucking with her. “Fuck.”

The man looked at her and arched an eyebrow. He looked like a cat - trying to decide if he should put his food out of his misery or play with her a bit more. Fiona colored and crossed her arms over her chest and tried to think of something to say that would not end up with her foot in her mouth – or, at least, any further  down her throat, considering it was already there. She shook her head. “Fiona,” she said. “And you're still an ass.”

“Thank you,” he said, smiling. “Come – sit by the fire, this food is going to be ready soon.”

Fiona walked from the cave, her feet carefully placed to avoid any rocks that might have been lurking in the moss. Once she emerged, she schooled her face as she looked at the bizarre blue sky and the even more bizarre horizon. This place did not curve down faintly until the horizon was made the dividing line of the sky. Rather, it curved upwards. Sharply. The earth and grass curved up and up, until it became the sky overhead, then moved back down to plant itself in the rocks that made up the cave. The whole world looked like a soap bubble – the blueness she saw shimmered through the grass, making it seem hazy and indistinct, so that when she wasn't looking directly up it seemed like there was a blue sky.

The creek burbled along the ground – heading to nowhere in particular – and a few rocks were planted in the grass, like solitary sentinels. Some of them had shimmering runes carved into them – their hues ranging from pale lightning blue to dark red.

The man smirked at Fiona. “What do you think?”

“The sky's the wrong color,” she said, trying to sound sharp. “And this grass? A bit gauche. It's like plating your throne room in gold. Yes, we're all very impressed you have this much gold, but where the hell are we going to sit? Also, the creek doesn't actually go anywhere – what is it here for, sound effects?”

The man blinked up at her. He actually looked shocked – an expression delightful enough to see on that mahogany face that it made Fiona's terror at offending such a powerful man ebb slightly. But, she thought, he did say he didn't want someone who would just say the obvious…

“You like to live dangerously, don't you?” the man asked. “Vin ka rok.” He lifted his left hand as he spoke – his fingers flexing. The world rippled and a low groan sounded – the earth under Fiona's feet bulged and twisted, then erupted. Dirt pattered against her back as she felt her knees knocked out from under her. Her butt thumped into stone and she coughed as the dust cleared. Once she saw what had happened, Fiona started. She was sitting on a throne – and the stone under her rump had become padded at the last, shifting from rock to something softer and smoother. A leather wrapping with feathers jammed into it?

“W-What did-” she started, stopping herself. No obvious questions!

The man smiled and laid back on the grass, cocking one leg over the other – he seemed to be utterly unconcerned that his loincloth had slipped to the side, revealing the smoothness of his member. It was huge, even while soft. Fiona's cheeks darkened and she forced her eyes from it to the man's face – his eyes glinted with amusement. He knew she had seen, and he was so damned smug about it that it almost completely quenched any fire that that cock might have lit between her legs.

Almost, damn it. And he knows it, double damn it.

Fiona realized that the silence was dragging. He was waiting to see what she would say. Think…

Her mother had told her tales – of men who could do things even medis and priests couldn't. Priests could heal by focusing on the bodies they touched – though they never seemed to be able to heal enough. Coaxing skin together after a cut was well and good, but they seemed helpless before stemming the gush of blood that came after a hard scrum and a quick jab of the knife. Medis were more interesting – they focused, brought their bodies into focus, and could do amazing things. Snap out their fist and shatter the ribs of a man a pace away, break necks silently while running and catching arrows from the air. That kind of thing.

This man?

This was something different.

“A mage,” she whispered.

The man – the mage – grinned at her. “The last,” he said. “In this place, at least.”

“G-Gods...” Fiona shook her head from side to side, feeling her terror rebuild, intensifying to almost the point of complete irrationality. And then... and then, something snapped inside her. No matter what she said, no matter what she did, this man was essentially the closest thing to a god she would be near. The old tales that the priests shouted from their pulpits, the memories of the oldest of the graybeards – and the tales their children told, bits misremembered and filled in with vagaries. Stories of towers that spat flames that consumed entire cities – of armies reduced to screaming skeletons. Men and women turned to salt and blown away by hurricanes springing to life in the center of deserts. The land still bore scars from the mages – the old cities blasted away, the hovels that bore their names lurking there.

The scar…

She shivered at that thought – shying away from it.

No matter what she did, this man had power over her. And that was the most liberating feeling in the universe. No matter what she did, the man could kill her or use her or do anything. So it didn't matter. So...

“Teach me.”

The words popped from her mouth. She didn't take them back.

The man's brow furrowed, dark creases appearing on dark skin. “Excuse me?”

“I...” She paused. The scar hovered in her mind. “I'm just an explorer. I find old ruins – I check them out, you know?” she said, quietly. “I find what I can sell, I sell it. And it was two days ago I found... the scar. I had two bodyguards – they kept watch for bandits and such. The scar... it... it was near one of the ruins – I think it was at the base of the tower. It was a scar in the air. The edges glowed like metal worked by a blacksmith, and there was a rippling nothingness beyond it. But as I walked around it, I saw flashes of... of the cities. As they used to be. We looked at it and one of my bodyguards threw a rock into it and then things came out of it. I ran...” She gulped. “I didn't even know what it was. And without my bodyguards – they got torn to pieces – bandits found me. I got away from them without supplies... and then I was there. On the dirt road. Dying. Cause I didn't know what the scar was – because I couldn't fight myself. Because I... because I didn't know more than stories that my ma told me about the past.”

She looked up at him – having looked at the ground for the whole time she had been speaking. “So. Teach me. I want to know how to speak a word and make the world twist. So no one dies because of what I don't know – and so no one can fuck with me.” She smirked. “Unless I want them too, mind.”

The mage chuckled. “For reasons to learn magic, that is among the better,” he said, relaxing. “There's things you need to tell me first though. Can you read?”

She shook her head.

“How's your memory?” he asked.

“Good,” she said, quietly.

“Prove it,” he said.

“Ma taught me the old number chant, the one that the followers of Mythgos use?” Fiona stuck her chin out, stubbornly. “Well, I can chant it to the fiftieth spot.”

“I said prove it.”

Fiona breathed in. She had chanted this in her head often enough. She started to ring the letters out: three one four one five... She kept going, falling into the pattern of it, ticking number by number, till she hit the last one she could recall. “And then I think the next is five, five, three...” she said, nodding.

“No, and you got five wrong,” the Mage said, smirking. “But I can't blame you for that – Mythgos Priests used the real numbers in secret. That prayer was to keep people worshiping and tithing their church.” He shook his head. “All right. You're a better choice than expected...but you know what sold me?”

Fiona blinked at him.

“You dragged yourself out of a ditch after what looked like almost three days of slow dehydration. It takes someone that stupidly stubborn and unwilling to die to actually grab magic and fuck it into submission,” he said, grinning.

Fiona's cheeks colored. “Can you at least wear pants while teaching me?” she said, trusting her tongue more around him the more he didn't turn her into a toad.

“Now that you mention it?” The mage pushed himself to his feet – his finger pointing at the meat on the stick. “Kikon.”

The meat flashed and the fire vanished – in its place was a table, covered with silver discs that were used as plates, something so bogglingly decadent that it was almost more shocking than the magic itself. The meat had been cut up, and greens had been added. There were even wine cups.

The mage grinned at her. “No.”

* * *

Emerging from the small 'pocket dimension' and back to the normal world left Fiona feeling oddly wistful. The sky was returned to its normal bruised yellow hue, and rather than gauche greenery and brooks that lead nowhere, she was looking at the vast empty plains of the wastelands. Hard cracked ground, parched and empty, save for the occasional shaft of a petrified tree that thrust into the air like a flagpole. The mage stood next to her, his hand on her shoulder as he surveyed the land.

“Well,” he said. “The first lesson is that magic is one part spellcraft, two parts intellect, and seven parts misdirection.” He grinned. “When you first looked at me, did you think me a power?”

“A-Aye,” Fiona said, her voice dry. “You had no weapon – no armor. But you acted...” She shrugged. “Confident.”

“A total misdirection,” he said, stretching his arms behind his back – his shoulders bunching, his spine popping. “If you had grabbed a rock and tried to brain me, and I hadn't been on my guard, I could have died. Being a mage doesn't make me immune to being shivved.”

He looked at her. “I just act immune to it – and try to minimize the risk. For now, though...” He spoke more of those odd, echoing words. A shimmer surrounded him and then he was clad in standard desert dweller garb: burnoose, loose white shirt, head wrap, veil, twin swords across his back. He turned to face Fiona, chuckling softly. “Try touching me.”

Fiona reached out – her fingers drifted through his shirt and her fingers pressed to his smooth chest. She could feel the iron hardness of his muscle and felt her knees grow weak again. She pressed her palm against him, watching the way that the clothes shimmered and crackled around her wrist – like it had turned into lightning where her wrist penetrated the illusion.

“Like what you feel?” he murmured – voice wry. Mocking.

Fiona frowned, then reached down. Her hands closed around his balls – firm and warm as they were. She grinned, fiercely. “There are advantages to pants,” she said, her voice a soft hiss – her knees quivering despite her words. She squeezed his balls, harder and harder, before he gasped.

“Ah, damn it woman! Release me – I plan to have children some day!”

Fiona smirked, hiding the flutters in her belly. Her sex was moist enough to send a trickle down one of her pant legs, and as she drew her hand back, she felt her wrist bump the hard-soft length of his cock. The illusion concealed it, and her wrist stopped touching it soon enough, but she was intensely aware of just how perfect he'd feel, filling her. She put it out of her mind. Still smirking.

“Then maybe you should put on a codpiece, eh?” she teased. “To keep my wandering hands at bay.”

“Advice noted.” His voice remained strained. “Well. You have the audacity of a mage at least.”

The two of them began walking along the road – Fiona's knees almost locked to keep them from completely turning to water. The Mage, though, strode along with an ever so slightly bow-legged stance, as if something under his illusory clothes was just a touch uncomfortable. Fiona had no idea what that might be. Her eyes darted to the side – not merely to avoid imagining that thick, black shaft that she had brushed against, but also to keep her eyes on the horizons. Bandits tended to use cloaks and low movement to try and conceal themselves against the harsh glare of the sun, and even the tiniest of movements might make the difference between life or death.

“Now,” the mage said, coughing slightly. “Let us begin. Do you know anything about planes?”

“No,” Fiona said. Then, a moment later. “I'm just going to assume you don't mean the concept of a flat surface because I'm further going to make an even more staggering leap and assume you don't think I am an idiot.”

“You are sounding more like me every moment. Did you learn this kind of social chameleonic skill at a school or was it a natural development?” The Mage looked at her – his illusion concealed face showing little emotion, save for those deliciously brown eyes eyes.  Those danced with something that she didn't see often...

Joy.

Fiona smiled – ever so slightly – and said: “Like many things, it is a combination of factors. Now, planes?”

The mage nodded. “The world that we dwell on is the center – the nexus, it is called – of several other...areas. Just as a city is fed by farms and trade, our world is shaped by energies and actualized concepts that form beyond us. For example, the idea of goodness or lust or law aren't physical. They cannot be touched. And yet, they shape our world every day. Essentially, everything this world is made of comes from beyond and feeds into it via mystical channels. Mages are able to tap these channels and shape energies into new forms via the right application of math, will and knowledge.”

Fiona nodded. “So...” She paused. “I'm horny sometimes because there's a plane of lust?”

“Yes,” the mage said. “More accurately, the concept of arousal and the social structures around it are contained within a demiplane of lust – nestled between the wider planes of chaos, nature and energy.” He chuckled. “The exact layout of the planes is complex but the basics is that there is an inner circle of simple planes called the elemental circle. Now, when dealing with metacosmic concepts like this, the idea of geography is essentially meaningless. But for our simple material brains, we like to think of things in map-like structure. So...”

He sighed. “To the north is the plane of light. Going clockwise around it, you get to the plane of water, then air, then earth, then darkness, then fire, then metal, and then finally, void.”

“I... wait, I thought there were four elements?” Fiona said, brow furrowing as her shoes crunched on the ground. Her hands slid behind her back as she started to stretch her shoulders out – it already felt as if everything that she had assumed to be true was going to not just be not true, but far, far more complex than she had ever thought. It was making her back tense up.

“Technically, there are hundreds of elements – but we're not talking about this,” the mage said, leaning down to pick up a clod of hardened dirt. He tossed it into the air, then caught it with his other hand. “This stuff is created by runoff from the elemental planes, forming into the stuff around us. Remember the beginning of the lesson?”

Fiona nodded. “The elemental circle makes the stuff we touch. Then, beyond them are the...” She paused, her brow furrowing. “Planes of ideas?” She threw out, a bit desperately.

“Correct,” the mage said, his voice amused. “Who knew that inducing terror was a good way to get good conversation.”

“It's not the terror, it's that I'm smart,” Fiona said, her voice prim – she knew by now, even after such a short time with the mage, that she wanted to keep up and even hit back, verbally speaking. She got the feeling that the instant he felt as if he was on stable footings with her, he'd get bored. And that produced more fear than his mere presence: the idea of the sudden lack of it. It wasn't that he was attractive. Fiona blushed, reconsidering that thought. It wasn't just that he was attractive. It was also the simple fact that he offered her a shining glimpse of something she had never had before.

Hope.

And god, that monster between his legs was just...

She shook her head. “So. Okay. There are planes around our world-” the mage glanced at her, and despite the face coverings, she knew he was about to correct her. “-or many worlds. And mystic channels bring us concepts and elements. Okay. Fine.” She paused. “So, that means that mages are able to open their own channels. Then you...mix together the energies and it becomes a spell?”

The mage chuckled. “Correct.”

“So, I can bring down energies from the plane of light and get a light. I can bring energies from the plane of fire and get a fireball,” Fiona said, frowning. “That doesn't sound too complicated. Conceptually speaking.”

“Actually,” the Mage said, sounding pleased. “You need to channel three planes – fire, air, and the conceptual plane known as the mechanarium, as that is where the mechanistic concepts of catapult and trebuchet dwell. You don't want to impart the force through your body. Yes, it is more efficient, magically, but launching a fireball from your palm will send you backwards with the same force. It's quite funny. When you're not in a battle.”

He paused.

“Or near a cliff.”

* * *

The city of Therbund wasn't exactly a city – not as the mage knew such things. Fiona could see that in the way his eyes narrowed and the way his hands twitched every time they stepped past a man huddled against the side of a ruined building. She knew that he had spells 'loaded' into his mind, the mystic channels memorized and meditated on, ready to be unlocked with mnemonic motions and words. These spells could do anything from heal the sick to blast the wicked into pieces. But they also were, in a way, precious: each one was hours of work to keep in his mind.

And more, the guards of Therbund were both numerous and twitchy – dressed as they were in leather with sewn in chunks of metal to protect them from slashing and cutting weapons. They carried spears and short swords made of salvaged metal and hardglass, and they moved with the swagger and stomp of men used to not only getting their way, but also not getting challenged at all. The why was demonstrated in the walk between the front gates of the city to one of the inns that had a vacancy lantern lit in the front window: a merchant heading for the bazaar had stumbled into one of the guards and the guard had kicked the man within an inch of his life.

The mage had watched... and smoldered.

The inn itself was – like most of Therbund – built into and out of rubble. Wood and bits of metal that had been salvaged served as a skeleton of a structure, while cloth formed the ceiling and walls. It was flimsy and transitory – built in the bones of the old world. The actual chamber that they rented for a few shins – tiny shining coins that Fiona had kept in her shoe – was a rather unassuming place. Dirt floor. A single bedroll made of cloth and leather. No light save what radiated through the ceiling and the walls from the sun overhead. The air was thick and close and Fiona immediately started to sweat as she sat down on the bedroll.

“All right,” the mage said. “We've got the theories down. Now, let's teach you some actual practicality.” His hand spread and he murmured a quiet word – unlocking one of those spells that he had stored in his mind. The room shimmered and he knelt down beside her, smiling. “Anyone who listens will just hear us making love quite vigorously – you don't need to worry about the hue and call.”

Fiona – who had started to fan herself with one hand – stopped. “What?!” she spluttered.

The mage's illusion faded away and he knelt down before her, smirking. “No, it'll just be silence and a few muttered conversations.”

Fiona scowled at him. “You will one day find that my leg comes off...” She shook her head. “So. Practicality. How do I do what you do?”

“The first thing you need to remember,” he said – and began to speak of the mathematical formulas that he memorized and meditated on. Fiona listened – she really did – but as she listened, she watched him as he sat. Most men looked around themselves, or fidgeted. The mage, though, was utterly relaxed in himself and in his position. She frowned slightly. But she had seen his rage at not being able to just save everyone here - why wouldn't he just use his power? He could conquer this entire town in a matter of moments with a few good spells.

Then what would he do?

Use his spells to rebuild the city? Could he?

“...and then, you need to be careful,” the mage continued, his voice soft. “The forces that you yoke? They need direction. They need to be guided and shaped. If you try and summon a house without knowing how to build a house, you will get something that looks all well and good until you try to open the door. If you try to heal without knowing how a body functions, then, well...” He shook his head, looking grim.

Fiona blinked. “You don't know everything,” she said, her voice soft.

The mage's brow furrowed.

Fiona shifted on the bedroll, then half stood and moved to sit beside him. She watched his face as she did so, her eyes narrowing. “You have all this power – but without knowing how to use it, you can't do everything. Do you know how to fix an arrow to the chest? Or a crippled kneecap?” She shook her head. “Architecture, bureaucracy, economics - even you can't know all of that, right?”

He sighed. “What is your point?” he asked, sounding bitter. He looked away from her.

“No, you...” She put her hand on his shoulder. For a moment, she remembered how close they were, and how little he wore. The heat of the inn-chamber made her tingle and feel light-headed, even more when she traced the line of one of his muscles. She gulped. “Y-You hate the fact that you can't help everyone here. But...it's not your fault that you don't know everything.”

“Yes, it is!” His voice came out in a snarl as she felt his body tense under her palm. “Before the war, I was so proud. I learned theoretical magics – metamagics, planeshifting, with a smattering of battle spells. I sneered at those wizards who wasted their time with boring, practical magic. I thought, what use is the great Numiar learning to make water and purify wounds and raise up buildings and fertilize fields. Me! A noble born! Fertilizing a field...”

He was silent.

“And now, I watch men and women starve because the ground is irradiated.”

Fiona slid her fingers along his shoulders. She moved behind him, her left hand going to his left shoulder. Her fingers squeezed and she sensed his tension. Her thumbs worked in slow circles, trying to ease his aches as she whispered. “So, is there a spell that can see the future?”

“No,” he said quietly, his voice tight.

“Can you change the past with a spell?” she asked.

“Again, no.”

Her fingers squeezed tighter and she felt his tension start to ease away. Fiona breathed in – trying to hide the gasp of delight that she felt as her palms slid from his shoulders to his back. The mage, Numair, was a work of art in many ways. And the delight of touching him almost distracted Fiona from the pain she heard in his voice and felt through his skin. She closed her eyes and bit back her first response. Sympathy wasn't the balm he needed. Her palms paused, fingertips pressing to his skin as she worked her nails against him ever so gently – enough for him to feel that they were sharp enough to hurt, without actually hurting him.

“So stop being a moron,” she said, quietly. “You have what you have. You did what you did. You are in the world you are in. Being angry at yourself, feeling guilty, will just make you useless. And I will not...” Her lips pressed to the top of his head, feeling the frizz of his hair. “I will not abide a useless teacher.”

Numair made a low groan in his throat. “I ask again, did you learn this skill?”

“Numair, I'm a genius,” she said, trying to sound confident – he needed her to be confident. “I wasn't born with the chance to learn, like you. So, you're my chance. So you need to get your head out of your misery and teach me.” She kissed the top of his head again. This time, it wasn't for him – it was for her. She closed her eyes and felt a tingling surge of excitement run along her spine – tingling and crackling like a bolt of lightning.

He chuckled. “A genius, hmm?”

“Well, I followed this much.”

“Did you memorize the-”

Fiona closed her eyes. The symbols were in her mind. Numair had told her that the meditation required to affix them usually took between six to eight hours, but that was for the complex spells that he mentioned, or for huge numbers of simpler spells. She grinned and then spoke a single word: “Numis.”

She felt something in her mind twinge painfully and then pleasure spiked through her. She felt the tips of her breasts tighten, her thighs growing slick with more than just sweat as the tip of her finger burst into a flare of light. It sputtered, then faded a moment later. Her head ached for a moment, then faded. Fiona breathed a slow sigh, her eyes fluttering closed as she rocked her hips forward, then back.

“Ohhhhh...” she whispered.

“You didn't memorize it long enough – that spell should last for an hour at least,” Numair murmured. Fiona could hear the scrape of dirt as he shifted on the ground. “But I can see you're a lucky one...”

“Hmm?” Fiona opened her eyes, then saw that Numair had turned to face her. She backed up a bit, moving to the balls of her feet. Her butt pressed to the bedroll behind her. She glanced down and noticed that her thin shirt – soaked as it was with sweat – clung around her breasts, making her hard nipples visible to anyone, even in the dim and close room.

“Most people just hurt when they bring magic through for the first time – the sensations fade as you become more and more used to them,” Numair said, his eyes darting from her chest to her face. Fiona fought back the urge to cover her chest with her arms – instead, she arched her back slightly. Her breath caught in her throat.

What are you doing? part of her whispered. The sensible part of her.

Numair opened his mouth – he had seen the motion, and he was thinking as well. Did he have a voice asking him what he was doing? Did he silence it as well? Fiona thought that maybe he did. He moved forward. Voice soft: “This...”

Fiona laid back on the bed, her heart hammering. The heat in the room, the closeness that they had shared moments before, the pleasure of magic, all of it tingled through her body. For a moment, she thought of the harrowing flight from the crack in the world – the fear that had burned through her - and she was painfully aware of how long it had been since she had lain with a man or a woman. She whispered, softly, “Numair...”

“This is wrong,” he said, quietly, moving over her. “You're a century younger than me.”

“Numair,” she said, again – but this time, she was able to bring the words out after his name. “The world's over, I don't think the...” What was the old word? “...I don't think the dean will get mad if you fuck your student.”

He paused, his hands pressed to either side of the bedroll, looking down at her. He chuckled, softly. “That's one way to assuage my guilt at taking advantage of you, Fiona.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers.  She closed her eyes, taking his tongue into her mouth with an eager moan. He kissed with every bit of experience that one might expect from a man as old as him. She arched her back, her thighs spreading hungrily as she reached down – stroking along his flanks, feeling his dark skin under her fingertips. She shivered all over, sensations buzzing through her that she could barely describe. She had rutted before – desperate to feel something in this fallen world - but this was to that as her light spell was to the flames of the sun.

Numair broke the kiss – only to dive in and kiss her neck, his hands grabbing her shirt. His muscles hardened under her hands and she opened her mouth to say something but it was too late. His fingers tore her shirt open and exposed her sweat slicked breasts to the dim air of the tent-like room. His mouth closed around her nipple and he sucked hard enough to almost drag her off the bedroll. Her back arched and she mewled low in her throat. Numair drew his mouth back, leaving his teeth around her nipple for just a moment – a tiny accent of pain after the pleasure. Then he let her go and spoke a soft word, “Fuck...”

Crude? Maybe. But Fiona had never heard it said with quite as much intense emotion. In its own way it was as magical as any of the arcane rituals that he had told her.

“You've been without for a while, haven't you?” she murmured, her hands going to her leggings, then pausing. “Tear these off me. I... I like your physicality.”

“Not what you imagined from a mage, hmm?” Numair asked, grabbing ahold of her clothes. He tore leather and linen with ease and soon she was wearing nothing but tatters. She looked down at her sex – at the large bush of hair that gleamed with arousal. Numair tweaked one hair, then smirked at her. “Do you mind if I clean this a little?”

“Hm?” Fiona blinked – then flushed. “I'm not dirty! I wash!”

Numair chortled. “How about I show you what I mean – if you like it, you can keep it. If you don't, I can banish it. Fair?”

Fiona's brow furrowed. “Fine,” she said, spreading her thighs slightly. The pleasant ache that throbbed deep in the center of her being made her want to snarl about delays. She wanted his cock, damn it. Numair spread his fingers, muttering quietly as he focused and unleashed some magic. Glowing lines appeared between his fingers and he spread them apart – where the lines met the hair that grew around her slit, the hair vanished. Once his fingers touched her thighs, she was as bare as she had been when she was born. Fiona squeaked. “What the hell!?”

“I admit,” Numair said, “It may be my cultural biases, but I think it looks better.”

“Cultural biases!” Fiona scoffed. “Put it-”

“It does make eating you out easier,” Numair added.

“Keep it gone,” Fiona said, without hesitation.

Numair leaned forward and his broad tongue slid along her pussy. She closed her eyes and sighed softly as she simply let herself float on the bedroll – pleasure buoying her up as easily as magic. Numair's fingers plunged into her pussy, spreading her lips, then crooking up. He found what made her gasp and squirm faster than even she could – and it was her body. His thumb rubbed her clit and his tongue swirled around her cunt, making the most of every motion. Fiona started to pant, tossing her head from side to side, but it only got harder and harder to keep back the noises that wanted to fill her throat. Numair didn't merely lick her and kiss her and caress her, he paused to nip at her belly, slide his tongue around her belly button, tease her thighs with his nose and his tongue. He treated her whole body as if it was a temple to be worshiped, and that worshipful feeling pushed words from her lips.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck,” she gasped, tossing her head back. “N-Numair! Numair!” Her body tensed and pleasure filled every pore of her body. She felt as if magic was about to bust from her without control and when she opened her eyes, she saw that light was surging from her skin, making her glow. Numair drew his mouth back, two fingers still fucking her - fucking her with a casual, fierce pace that made her hips buck against his broad palm.

“Mmm,” he murmured. “Nice meditative focus – most people can't channel raw magic this early in their career.”

Fiona gasped. “Fuck meeeee!” she whined.

Numair chuckled. “What was that? I didn't hear a please. I am still your teacher, you know.” He leaned his head forward, casually licking one of her knees. She had tugged her feet up to spread herself before him as much as she could.

“P-Please...” she whispered, feeling her cheeks flushing red.

“Didn't quite hear that,” Numair murmured, kissing her thigh, his fingers moving faster and faster within her. Fiona's back arched and she opened her mouth, screaming the words.

“Fuck-me-fuck-me-fuck-me!”

In a flash, Numair was over her. His hands pressed to either side of the bedroll, his broad shoulders bunching as his immense black cock slapped against her sex. He was as massive as she had imagined - as massive as she had guessed. But it felt even larger when he was pressed to the cleft of her sex, and even larger when he loomed over her – more like a conquering warlord than a mage. She tried to picture him in a library, studying and doing homework, while looking like this. The image wouldn't form.

And then all thought became impossible as he filled her – his cock slipping into her, inch by glorious inch. She bit down on his shoulder to keep from screaming out as his balls slapped her ass as roughly as a palm strike. She quivered, locking her thighs around his hips as she dug her fingernails into his back. Her glow flared brighter and Numair whispered a word of magic. Bands of purple light flared around her shoulders, her wrists, her hips. The glow from her skin faded and the pleasure within her body felt as if it was reflecting off something – rebounding and filling her and making her feel better and better and better.

Then Numair started to thrust.

His movements were strong and graceful and made the whole world seem to rock. She wasn't able to scream or make words, merely close her eyes and writhe against the purple bands and his hands on her shoulders. His balls slapped her ass – that and the sound of their hips meeting in the dark room filled her ears, her nose flaring as she breathed in his musk. She managed to move her hips to meet him, her fingers sliding up and down his back. She heard his voice – tight and thick with passion: “F-Fuck, you're tight...”

She squeezed him reflexively, her eyes closed as she smirked. “I try!” she squeaked.

Numair laughed, then pushed her head so she looked back up at him. She opened her eyes in time to see him come in for a kiss – her eyes closed again as he slowed his thrusting, making each one count. Pleasure rocked through her body, she had lost count of how many tiny climaxes had sparked inside of her. Fiona kissed him back, then broke the kiss with a gasp.

“C-Cum in me...” she breathed.

He growled low in his throat, starting to thrust faster and faster and faster, getting back to his old pace. He pushed himself back, watching her breasts jiggle with every motion of his body, and smiled. “No,” he said.

She whined again. She couldn't help it – she had been defiant, she had been snarky, she had been comforting, but right now, all she was was his. Her thighs spread wider and she lifted her arms over her head, whispering. “P-Please, I want your seed in me. I... I need it...”

“And we are not having children until we've fixed the world,” Numair murmured, his voice utterly confident. The confidence surged through Fiona and she felt a huge smile spreading across her lips. He was going to fill her with cum, just not today. But he was going too. Illogical, part of her wanted to mutter. But a bigger part of her – and a rather large part of him – disagreed. She gasped as his cock slipped out of her, the bulbous tip of his member setting off a final shudder of pleasure through her. Then hot, amazingly thick cum splashed the undersides of her breasts. She opened her mouth, closing her eyes as cum painted her face – splashing against her as Numair grunted quietly. Finally, the spurts ended and she lay there, writhing in happiness.

Numair fell beside her with a heavy thump.

“So,” he said, panting, “Theoretically, channeling raw magic is nearly useless. Without the mathematics to keep it constrained, it generally does whatever magic wants to do.”

Fiona – who had scooped up some of his cum and was sucking it off her fingertips – made a quiet humph noise. “Really?” she asked, drawing her fingers from her lips. “You're going to talk magic now?”

“Well, why not?” he asked, reaching over to casually stroke her hair. His fingers felt great, sliding through her hair and rubbing her scalp. “We're both more focused and relaxed now, huh?”

“Fair,” Fiona chortled. “But there is a serious, actual, factual thing we need to discuss. You said not until the world is fixed-”

“I didn't say any such thing...” Numair muttered.

“You said you would cum inside me once the world is fixed,” Fiona rolled over – she was barely able to move, her arms felt like noodles. She lay across his chest, then looked into his eyes, her eyes narrowed. “You clearly wanted to, and I wanted it.” She smiled ever so slightly, her cheeks turning red again. “I admit, part of it is the fact that it is a... a... risk. But not a huge one, considering the time of month and how hard it is to have children these days.”

Numair frowned at her.

“Is magic hereditary?” she asked.

“No,” he said, snorting. “It takes will and intellect.”

“Hmm.” She paused. “Is intellect hereditary?”

“The research was inconclusive. Then the world exploded,” Numair said, sliding his hands behind his neck as he reclined on the bedroll. He didn't seem to mind she was smearing some of his cum on his belly and chest.

“Well, then,” Fiona said, laying her head down against his chest. She kissed his nipple with the corner of her mouth. “A good reason to have kids – I'm a genius, you are a genius, our children may be geniuses. And thus, they will be very good mages. Logic.” She nipped at him.

“You are just a pervert,” Numair murmured.

Fiona nipped at him again, harder. She hadn't even known she liked the idea of being pregnant until the possibility was there. Then, smiling, she looked up at him. He was looking at the ceiling.

“I've been thinking,” she said.

“Dangerous...”

“To fix the world, we need a base,” she said. “A place where we can stay, where we can get food. A place where we can begin to do experiments. You do not know the nitty gritty of how to fix the soil. Fine. But you know the general idea that the soil needs to be fixed, yes? Then, we can work from there.”

Numair frowned, still looking at the ceiling.

“You're thinking of taking over a city, then turning it into a research base,” he said.

“Mmmmaybe,” Fiona said.

“That sounds disturbingly power mad.”

Fiona nipped at him. “No one is...what was that old word?” She paused, frowning as she did so. “Electricked?”

“Elected.” Numair stroked her hair, very gently. His fingers thumbed through her hair, finding her ear and caressing the edge of it.

“Yeah. The person in charge of Therbund is in charge because they have swords and they have spears and some armor and they're willing to bust heads to get things done. So, we just need to prove we're able to do that, only more so. With magic. Then we need to not be assholes about it.”

“You make it sound so easy,” Numair said – but she could hear hesitation in his voice. Fiona shifted a bit, spreading her thighs wide as she sat on his belly. She felt her moist, bare sex press to his flat belly and smiled down at him.

“And you are thinking like a mage. In the old world, they remained... aloof, didn't they?” she asked, guessing at this point. Numair nodded. “Never interfered in politics? Save for, of course, when they did. Sneaking around, manipulating people, changing minds with whispers and knives in the dark?”

Numair chuckled. “For a woman without an education, you are remarkably well informed.”

“I listened to many stories. And made guesses based on your behaviour.” Fiona caressed his chest with her fingers. “Not that hard.” She smiled. “This isn't that world. And right now, people are dying in Therbund. They may be dying from ignorance, they may be dying from malice, but we have the power and the duty to make the world better. Don't we?”

Numair frowned, his eyes dark – he was thinking.

Then, slowly, he grinned.

“Where do we start, my queen?” He caressed her cheek.

She scoffed, slapping at his wrist. His hand fell and she grinned at him.

“Please,” she said, sticking her nose in the air. “Call me what I am!”

“Of course.” Numair's eyes glittered. “Oh mage.”

“Now, teach me how to make a fireball.”

“Oh no.” His hand clapped against her ass and she squeaked as he rolled her onto her back. Grinning, Numair murmured. “You are going to remain glowering ominously and coming up with brilliant ideas until you can cast a light cantrip.”

“Grumble grumble grumble...”

“Now, I'm going to eat your pussy until you pass out.”

“Grumble grumble grumble...”

And so, in the darkness of an inn-tent, the last mages played and rested and planned and thought.

For tomorrow was a new day.


"All-Mother" by Mak Long

The wild elven huntress stirred from her rest. A silent, painted shamaness brought the dawn offering of water scented with irises and balsam, proffering the plain wooden bowl through the leaf-shaped flap of the simple retreat secreted high in the mist-shrouded canopy.

The huntress awoke to the bracing morning air and the scent of the night-rains drying on moss-grown bark. Powerfully built and dusky-skinned, the muscles of her belly and her battle-scarred, sinewy biceps stretched and flexed in the morning sunlight. She tasted the air. Humid, and tinged with a foreign scent. Perhaps a Winged Serpent had passed close by. If she found it, it would make a good meal and secure feathers to barter with the half-breed barge-merchants who plied the river’s meanders, roving from one trading post to the next afloat its currents, always towards the setting sun. She sat up from her mat of woven rushes laid out on the polished bark floor. She was naked. New morning dew trickled from the vine-tangled ceiling, falling slick and lustrous, between her full mahogany breasts. It was the second time she had awakened that morning.

A lithe woman slept on beside her. Tall, sinewy and long-limbed, with swept, alert features and a stern, androgynous beauty, she seemed haughty. Her emerald-green eyes and razor cheekbones had been the first thing the huntress had admired when they had met by chance on the banks of a great mountain-top lake. It was where All-Mother had dream-spoken to her clan’s shamans that liquid flames had once issued forth from the belly of a dragon entombed deep beneath it. The huntress remembered soft, black soil under her bare feet, warm and full of latent fire.

Her companion was a traveller – a ranger from a clan whose hunting grounds were in the colder lands far to the south. When their paths had first crossed, they had shared an ineffable realisation that the loom of the Weaver, clear-eyed daughter of All-Mother, had threaded together the dangling strands of their fates.

The name the ranger had taken upon coming into womanhood was Faral, which in the tongue of her clan meant the glint of moonlight on the blade of a curved dagger. She lay silent, immersed in reverie, her long, satin-soft, jade-green hair flowing wild and free down her back, ending just a little above the athletic swell of her bottom. She was white like mastodon ivory, and hard. Hard like a wilderness hunter ought to be. Strong arms to draw a bow and to strike with her scimitar and to fuck.

The huntress knew she was fortunate. The ranger was quite a find. She rose and knotted a corded loincloth to her waist. Fastened to it were her fang-daggers, each adorned with a braided lock of hair shorn from the mane of a vanquished warrior. It was shameful for a huntress to be seen unarmed. She knelt and took the offering of scented water. Dipping her fingers in the cool liquid, she brought some to the ranger’s pale lips.

Faral stirred. She grazed the huntress’ thigh with her foot. The huntress drew closer. Rich, musky aromas hung densely in the air: sweat, cunt, fresh nut oil. The ranger sighed and turned on her back. Her almond eyes flitted open – sharp, alert, observant - and she rose to her knees.

The huntress took a great draught of water in her mouth and kissed Faral. Scented water poured between their lips. The ranger swallowed and reclined against the abode’s pliant, wooden walls, her thirst quenched.

The huntress drank a little and scrutinized Faral’s equipment. Soft, exquisitely fashioned leather leggings and jerkin, a sturdy mantle fashioned from a giant leaf cured to be waterproof and sturdier than cloth, and a fine heartwood longbow and half-moon scimitar. She traced the tortoiseshell scrimshaw of the ranger’s hard belly, and her gaze worshipped the fat, smooth mound below. Deep pink folds, ever so slightly parted like the lips of a coy lover awaiting a kiss, still slick and inviting. That same cunt had sheathed the huntress’s hand many times the previous night. In the early hours, just before dawn, it had been the Faral’s turn to mount her, spread her, and fuck her until her throat was raw from crying out.

They sat in silence, taking turns drinking from the bowl. Only after hunting would they eat.

Finally, the huntress spoke. “Do you wish to bathe?”

“Not now. Now we hunt.” Faral’s cadence was clipped and terse, and some of her words were foreign to the huntress’s ears.

“I have your scent,” the huntress’s voice was low and rich.

“And I yours.” Green eyes narrowed. Heart of jade fixed on the calloused, mahogany hand pressed to her belly. She wet her lips.

“You would take me again?” The palm of the huntress’s hand rounded the hard point of the Faral’s hipbone, fingers skimming the crevasse of her bottom.

“I would – but after our hunt. I am not yet accustomed to the noontide swelter.  We should make haste while the morning mist is still cool.”

Faral dressed, but the huntress strode out into sunlight with only a heavy and ornate necklace of beads and the fangs of nameless beasts to drape over her bare breasts, her sun-kissed skin adorned with ancestral patterns of ochre war-paint.

A flock of rainbow-coloured birds flew overhead, cranking and hooting. In the distance, the clan’s abodes beckoned with their tremulous, wispy, spirit-lights. A great circle of trees ringed the gnarled, ancient Old Arbour, its vine-wreathed trunk so broad many casual observers mistook it for the base of a hill. Where the Old Arbour joined the fertile black soil of the forest floor, the clan’s shamans stained the roots red with the blood of sacrifices and garlanded them for funerals, so that the spirits of their dead would not have to travel far to return to All-Mother’s embrace.

Before them, the forest canopy ringed the horizon, and in the air the mist hung heavy like a shroud, wreathing everything in its humid cloak. The sun was dim behind pregnant rain-clouds, but the huntress could make out the glare of two shimmering metallic circles reflecting the sunlight.

“Airship,” the huntress said. The word was from the speech of the Others and felt heavy and alien on her tongue.

“Will it stop here?”

“I do not know. Our clan’s lands are pure. The Others know much sorcery, but only understand rapine, yet your clan trades with them, is that not so?”

“For now. But I fear the time will come when they will encroach upon our lands, too. Their hunger is inexhaustible.”

“What knowledge do you have of them? Do you know their stories, the songs of their ancestors?”

“Some, and I have learned a little of their speech. It is most curious that in all of their tongues, they too call themselves the People. But I have travelled with some who fought by my side and shared my embrace, and those at least seemed good, though ignorant of our Way.”

“You coupled with their women?” The huntress scoffed.

“Just so. Some are fearless, loyal and worthy of my desire, though they fight covered in metal, and so when their clans battle – for their clans are very numerous – they look like hordes of enormous beetles, all wrestling over a mate.”

They clambered down to the forest floor and filled their waterskins with sharp, spicy sap tapped from deep within a thick liana and left to ferment overnight in an open gourd. The huntress knew exactly where to slide her dagger to ensure the dense, amber fluid trickled out uninterrupted so that by morning the frothy brew would be strong, and impart clarity to the mind and vigour to the limbs. It would be both food and water for them during their hunting expedition.

Together, they moved out in silence – two ghosts hidden in the morning mist. The huntress felt the trail under her feet. A startled iguana scurried through the underbrush behind a serried rank of gnarled mangroves, their roots half-submerged in brackish water. The terrain was waterlogged from the previous night’s rain. Faral struggled, her boots slogging in the muddy undergrowth. She had already begun to perspire under her jerkin, so she unstrapped it and left it hanging open.

In front of her, the huntress navigated the wet ground with ease. Each tree, each fern, each tangle of roots seemed familiar to her. Faral followed, resolving to learn. There were no challenges left in wandering through the trackless taiga of her homeland. Now was the time to explore uncharted reaches, far from the spirits of the land her clan called home.

They trekked through a narrow defile, ancient trees looming over them like knotted giants. Heady-scented flowers bloomed. The air was ripe with pollen, the sweet golden flecks clinging to Faral’s exposed skin. Fertility abounded. Every crevasse in each boulder, and every felled and rotting trunk gave shelter to some form of life.

The huntress paused. “Faral,” she whispered, “look here.”

“What is it?” The ranger stepped closer. Her boot sank ankle-deep into the spongy ground, so that water splashed up under her knee.

“Here,” the huntress indicated, uncovering a pile of fallen leaves to reveal a scrap of dark, glistening metal no larger than the palm of her hand.

“I have seen this pattern before, with the stern visage in the sunburst, but this is old and it has not been well-tended.”

“Outlanders passed here,” the huntress said between gritted teeth, “the land herself speaks of the blasphemy of their intrusion.”

“This does not belong to the Others. They are meticulous in the keeping of their arms and discipline those warriors who neglect them. I fear it is the beast-born - the Txat.”

“They should not be here,” the huntress said grimly. “Our meal must wait.”

“Someone injured one of their number. The metal here is sundered.”

The huntress prodded the damp soil and dug out a giant wasp stinger, the length of two of her fingers, set in walrus-ivory hilt. “One of your clan, perhaps – we do not make throwing-daggers such as these.”

“Perhaps, though I have never seen that design. But it seems that the beast-born was struck from afar and likely wounded. Its hunter is circling the group, waiting. That means there are many of them.”

The huntress pressed her hands into the mud and ran the wet, black earth between her fingers. The scent pointed towards the rising sun. Perhaps the Txat were after the glittering stones shimmering in the shallow bed of the river that flowed from under the fire-mountain.

They would find higher ground first and prepare an ambush. Txat would be hunted like any other beast. Their presence in the pure lands was an unforgivable affront to her ancestors. The huntress would bring shame on her mother and grandmother if she failed to chase them away from the sacred presence of the Old Arbour.

By the time they reached the place where the forest gave way to the rockier, shrub-clad volcanic pools, the scent of sulphur was thick in the air. There the ground was firm and it was easier to track. Predictably, the Txat had taken the easy, flat path that would lead them straight into the mountain caverns where the river flowed.

Faral spoke, her voice piercing the distant hum of the rushing river, “Should we pursue them through the upper caverns?”

The huntress shook her head. “There may be many of them. Even if we slew some at a distance, they would soon be upon us.”

“Then we should lay an ambush.”

The huntress smiled – a cruel, predatory grin. “So be it.”

Faral spread out her leaf-mantle and draped it over herself and the huntress. With a word of command, the cloak began to shimmer. A thrum of druidic enchantment pulsed through the great leaf’s veins and its surface stirred like a clear pool of water caressed by an autumn breeze. Light reflected off the mantle’s surface, hiding all beneath in an illusion, so that they appeared indistinguishable from a clump of ferns and rocks.

Knowing they had to make up for lost time, they circled through steep and rocky terrain, seeking a position near a natural bottleneck close to the entrance of the river-cavern where they knew their quarry would pass. There they settled near an outcropping of boulders and waited. The riversong rang through the vast halls of stone.

They did not have to wait long. In the distance, a trudging sound drew near. Hunched, bestial and snarling, the hyena-faced Txat came baying and gibbering down the cavern path. Their eyes were sickly, yellow orbs set deep into their haggard, grey-furred skulls. They walked on two legs, but their limbs were bent like those of a wolf, so that they stooped low, seemingly ready to pounce. Their armour was crude, a mishmash of leather, cord and metal, and their weapons were rusted.

The Txat did not march in formation, but one big female forged ahead at a distance from the others. Three stragglers brought up the rear, snarling and growling invective.

The huntress motioned to wait for all but the stragglers. Faral knew when to seize the moment. She surfaced from behind the hindmost beast-born and slid the dreadful curve of her gleaming scimitar between two of its ribs. That would collapse its lungs and sever its windpipe, preventing it from crying out. The movement was blinding, a flash of tense action. The creature thrashed and only succeeded in drawing the blade excruciatingly deeper into its chest. Blood gurgled from its maw.

One of its companions shifted its head curiously to one side. The huntress was already upon it. With a flick of her wrist, she brought up her fang-dagger to cut the second Txat’s throat. An arterial jet arced, and painted the stony walls crimson.

The third straggler whipped round and drew its rusted broadsword. Faral swept forward and cut its belly open, her blade humming its deadly music. Steaming viscera spilled out like a bloody nest of vipers. The beast-born fell before it even had time to cry out.

The huntress decided they needed to press their advantage. She dashed towards the remnants of the pack while Faral nocked two arrows in her ancestral longbow. Though it was dark, the ranger’s eyes could pierce the blackness with the ease of an owl’s.

The huntress struck from the rear. She brought down a Txat by slipping a dagger in its back to cut its spinal cord. Then she finished the job by cutting open its throat with a clean sweep of both blades.

Two beast-born raiders whipped round, excited by the smell of blood and the odd sloshing in the waters behind them. Faral loosed her arrows. Giant thorns, sharp as steel, hissed through the air and parted company in mid-flight, each streaking an erratic, curved path to its intended target. Both Txat crumpled, mortally wounded, into the riverbed. The huntress finished them off methodically, as though she were slaughtering injured wild boars.

Six down.

The huntress motioned the ranger forward. They penetrated deeper into the passage. Luminescent mosses covered the cool, black volcanic rock, shedding a phantasmal glow. The path led them to a wide cave, where the sound of clashing blades could be heard echoing against the backdrop of flowing water. Someone had beaten them to their prey.

Faral lunged into the twilit battlefield and struck down a Txat whose back was turned to her. The silvered blade of her scimitar cleaved her foe open from shoulder to spine. Through the iron-scented spray, she saw the war-painted face of a girl. She had no time to contemplate her mysterious ally though. The air had shifted to her right, bringing with it the acrid scent of a wet, terrified hyena.

Faral readied her blade, ducked out of reach of a clumsy thrust from a long, battered hoplite’s spear, and spun round to riposte. A shear of glinting metal and the Txat collapsed, clutching it shattered jaw. In two leaping bounds she was upon it, her obsidian dagger drawn to finish it off with a swift thrust to the throat.

The huntress had circled to the opposite end of the cavern and was closing in on the pack’s alpha female. It was bigger than the others and better armed, too, a fine bronze double-headed axe clutched in its clawed hands. The huntress sidestepped a wide sweep of the big female’s attack and slid a dagger into its belly before sliding between its legs. The creature doubled over, whooping and yelping, its life pouring from mouth and nostrils. Faral saw her signal, drew her bow and loosed a single, deadly arrow. The dart found its mark with a sharp crack between the alpha female’s eyes.

Silence fell. Blood stained the river water red as it washed around the huntress’s anklets. Red on turquoise beads. She called the strange girl over. “You are not of my clan and these are not your lands or the lands of your ancestors – introduce yourself!” It was a common courtesy between warriors to declare name and intent when in the hunting grounds of another clan.

The girl stood resolute. Handsome, wiry, her still unblemished skin a deep, woodland tan, she remained defiant. Faral scanned her. The girl’s jerkin was first-rate leather, patterned like falling autumn leaves – gold, red, and amber to match the layered tones of her short-cropped hair.

Faral sheathed her scimitar and spoke, “Do as she says, girl.”

“Iniila,” the young warrior said with a hint of irritation. “I am Iniila, a warden of the Caern of Brook-under-Sunshine and I beg your forgiveness for intruding into your pure lands, but my dream-quest has brought me to this place. And I am most certainly no girl. I am a warrior, and rightful bearer of my mother’s bow and spear.”

The huntress laughed mirthfully. “Well met, but the jaguar-kit needs to learn to hunt before she roars.”

“I am as much a huntress as you – archery, bladecraft, any art -”

Faral interrupted her, “Speak when spoken to, understood? She is our host.”

Iniila began to protest, but Faral’s commanding presence compelled her to silence. She lowered her eyes to signal her acknowledgment of the more experienced ranger’s authority.

Faral nodded in approval, glad that she had defused the situation. “I am Faral and I too have been bound to come to this place by the path chosen for me by the Weaver. My companion is a huntress of great renown and we are guests in her clan’s hunting grounds. Her name is taboo, for it carries much power, and is not to be uttered by any save for her clan’s shamans.”

“I came on the river-barge,” Iniila said – sheathing her short-sword, “I heard tales of an ancient shrine deep inside the fire-mountain. One of great power, but whose legends have been lost in time, even to the seers of the People.”

“Shrine?” Faral inquired. She turned to the huntress, “What do you know of this?”

“Only that our shamans revere it greatly, gathering there for the most solemn of their rites, and that the rest of us keep our distance.”

Iniila spoke out of turn, “And none have ever ventured there by curiosity?”

“Our clan holds our customs to be sacred and to break a shaman’s prohibition is a grave offence. You are bold indeed to address us so. But we see your courage and are pleased that you, too, sought out the interlopers.”

Iniila’s lips curled into a half-smile. “It was my duty as one of the People, but your approval is greater than any reward. Rarely have I seen such a fine and deadly art as yours.”

Faral gave a soft chuckle, “You flatter her only because you seek her permission to go deeper into the cavern.”

“If there is a shrine, I wish to find it. They say it is a place of power for the People – the People of any clan. Upriver, many clans have been uprooted, and our kin slain or made to serve the Others. But I have heard it whispered that what I seek may yet save us from the same fate. The legends say that those who find the way to the shrine may rouse the spirits of our first ancestors, who ruled the face of the world when it was still new. They will fight by our side, and so we shall reclaim our lands.”

Faral was doubtful, “And who told you these tales, girl? Dreamers and bards?”

“It matters only that I believe them,” Iniila was wide-eyed, “and that gives me strength. Now that my clan is dispersed, our warriors have fallen, and our hunting grounds profaned, I cannot rest until I have found a path for our return from exile.”

The huntress nodded, “I will accompany you deeper into the cavern, but you must not go alone to the shrine, should we find it. There are spirits here I do not wish to anger. Will you come too, Faral?”

“The Moonbow, first huntress and daughter of All-Mother, binds us to Iniila’s aid. I shall go.”

Curiosity stirred in the huntress, though she knew she was soon to break a powerful taboo. It was a sensation that had welled up in the darkest corners of her thoughts ever since they had first set foot inside the cavern. The murmur of the river called her, willing her to venture in deeper and seek whatever lay at its source.

They set out, following the river’s course, pausing only to drink the cool sap from their waterskins, which they shared with Iniila. The stones became a deeper black the further they penetrated into the bowels of the mountain, until they glistened like obsidian. It was humid and the further they walked, the hotter it became. Wan sunlight penetrated through the air vents in the cavern’s ceiling, the long shafts of light casting a phantasmal glow and tremulous shadows in the darkness. 

Iniila seemed to chafe under her leather armour. The suit was perfectly oiled, but close-fitting, for it had been fashioned for far colder climates. Her hard muscles rolled under the leather. The huntress admired her and saw that Faral did, too.

From the position of the distant sun, it was late evening when the huntress bade them to stop to rest. The leaden pebbles on the riverbank had given way to warm, black volcanic sand. The river had forked into three directions, the current lapping against porous rocks. Where the three currents diverged, there rose a vast, smooth stone mound, cleft in half like a massive, granite peach. The details were so fine the loving hand of a long forgotten artisan had almost certainly carved them either with the keenest of instruments or by sorcery.

The huntress sat by the riverbank and dipped her feet into the water, “Who fashioned this? Truly, there are many secrets in this land that are hidden even to me,” she mused.

Faral improvised a camp and struck flint and tinder to light a torch, which she laid upright between two rocks. She wrapped some slices of pemmican in pandan-leaves and buried them in the sand to warm them through. That gave her time to shed her jerkin and pull off her boots. Iniila was already naked and wading in the shallow waters. The huntress watched, bemused.

“You are still smooth, girl,” the huntress teased, her rich, lilting voice echoed throughout the cavern. “Where are your scars?”

“All in due time,” Iniila muttered.

The huntress slapped her thick thigh for emphasis. “Look,” she called, “can you tell me what this is?”

Iniila looked on in admiration at the sharp, jagged scar that swept from the huntress’ muscular thighs to the hard, rippling expanse of her abdomen. “No -”

“Hellkite – a queen. I probably stepped too close to her nest and she struck me with her tail-spur. Have you ever seen a Hellkite? The span of their wings darkens the sky, and their roar shakes the forest canopy.”

Iniila shook her head.

Faral rescued her, “I know it in my heart that she will be a fine warrior in her time. But she has to learn to hold her tongue.”

They bathed and ate by torchlight. Once she had her fill, the huntress went about sharpening her daggers, exchanging playful banter with Faral over the scraping of stone against obsidian. The ranger had warmed to Iniila and had taken to calling her ‘little sister’ instead of ‘girl’, but that title, too, stung her.

The huntress lay down to rest, relishing the sensation of the warm, soft sand embracing her. She spied Iniila in the corner of her eye. The girl lay sprawled on her bed-mat, smooth tan skin pulled taut over the muscles of her back, and adorned with jagged whorls of indigo war-paint. The huntress considered the idea that perhaps she had misjudged the girl. Iniila showed promise. She had impressive skill and initiative – for a novice.

Iniila stirred and shifted onto her side, quivering torchlight dancing over the firm hillocks of her bottom, drawing the huntress’s gaze to the shadowy cleft between them. The huntress felt an urgent welling of need in the pit of her belly. It was wrong. She prided herself in mastering her desire in the wilderness, but now, with the rushing water in the background, she felt her blood begin to quicken in her veins like a torrential stream. Iniila’s form was lithe with wiry muscle – as a warrior should be.

Iniila shifted and turned, restless, and, for an instant, her eyes met with the huntress’s. The scent in the air was unmistakable. An earthy, salty tang.  The girl shifted again, and she rested on her knees and elbows, thighs parted. The scent floated, musky and heady like a drug, and tightened the huntress’ throat. That girl’s fat, fleshy sex bloomed into dark, damp folds – velvety like roses.

The huntress’ breathing quickened, but she remained motionless. Her ebony-dark nipples felt drumskin-taut and swollen almost to the point of pain, pulsing with the same desire burning in her loins.

Feigning curiosity, Iniila traced the hard musculature of her abdomen and dipped her fingers against her own sex. The huntress was enraptured.

Iniila smiled and brought her fingers, wet with milky dew, to her lips. The huntress felt her loins roil with desire. She sat up, dark eyes blazing, holding the girl’s attention captive. The black sands shifted beneath her, weightless and yielding. “Do you know your place, girl?”

Iniila stared back, unflinching. “No, I am brash and arrogant – tame me.”

The huntress felt her toes curl involuntarily into the sand. In her mind, the image was raw and very real. Iniila’s hard, beautiful body straining, streaked with sweat while the huntress fucked her. The huntress saw her hand slipping wrist-deep into this upstart girl’s cunt, making her come time after time, until the sands were streaked and muddy with her liquid passion. She saw Iniila’s autumn-leaf hair between her thighs, the girl’s eager tongue flicking against her clit, her lips stained with thick, musky juice. The huntress saw, and she desired.

Faral’s breath was hot in the huntress’s ear, “Do you feel it? She draws us to her, like flies to a pitcher-plant.” Then Faral’s tongue, wet and insistent, skimmed the length of the huntress’s pointed ear. The huntress clasped Iniila’s wrist and drew her in, her mighty biceps straining with the effort. They flowed together in a furious kiss. The huntress’s tongue mastered Iniila’s mouth, soft and hungry. They tasted one another, and then the huntress fed Iniila’s lips to Faral. The older ranger’s lithe body pressed on the firm buttress of the huntress’s back.  Faral’s breasts were small, compact, but her nipples were big, and hard, drilling like sling bullets on the huntress’s shoulders. 

Iniila fumbled for the waistband of Faral’s breeches. With a swift tug, the ranger pulled them off and kicked them away. The pair melded together.

Faral wrapped her arms round the huntress’s waist, hands resting on powerful thighs, seeking the aching wetness in between. “Take her – fuck her.”

“First,” the huntress cradled Iniila’s head, pulling the girl down between her spread thighs, “this little novice will do her duty and lick me.”

Iniila’s tongue was deliciously agile, her lips lusty and eager. She took long, unhurried licks against the sheath guarding the pearl-hard bud of the huntress’s clit. Faral held the girl in place and caressed the tips of her ears. Iniila lapped as if entranced, one hand on the huntress’s scarred thigh, the other frantically grinding against her own clit.

The huntress thrust herself against that hungry, impertinent mouth, spreading a sheen of her thick juice on parted lips, drawing back, her sculpted belly straining, and then pressing forwards to drown Iniila’s mewling demands with the heady reward of a warrior’s cunt. Her need was thick and molten; each swipe of Iniila’s tongue brought a new jolt of ecstasy, urging her to ride the girl’s tongue harder. Her peak came with a long, limb-loosening wave of release. She didn’t even hear herself cry out.

Behind her, Faral diddled herself, her sighs melding with the huntress’s own each time they kissed. Iniila rose to join them, and they shared the taste of the huntress’s lust, tasting her on their lips, their fingers, their skin.

The huntress cupped Iniila’s chin, “Spread for me, girl, show me how much you want me.”

She pressed Iniila down into the sand and the girl lifted her hips to present her blooming cunt. The perfume was so strong, so pervasive the huntress felt like a hummingbird captivated before a flower – the thick, dark petals of Iniila’s cunt dewy with white, creamy juice. The girl’s clit jutted stiffly from its tight little hood, a defiant jewel.

The huntress’s battle-hardened hand parted the damp folds, thumb teasing the girl’s clit. Iniila groaned and rolled her hips. Though she had taken her pleasure, an urge within her remained unsated. Iniila spread wide and balanced one foot on the huntress’s shoulder and the other on her breast for support, rubbing moist, sticky sand on dark skin. It felt like raw cotton.

The huntress’s expert hand cupped Iniila’s plump, smooth mound, forcing a ragged gasp. She probed the girl’s velvety cunt with the tip of two fingers. It was hot to the touch – and Iniila was sodden, and welcoming. The huntress brought her juice-stained fingers to her lips and tasted. An intoxicating flavour, overpowering and female like the essence of a fertility goddess.

With a deft, fluid motion she entered Iniila with three bunched fingers.

“Soon,” Iniila murmured softly, rocking her hips against the intrusion that now spread outwards, fucking her, opening her up, demanding that she yield her cunt to the strict care of the battle-scarred huntress, “so very soon.”

Iniila was loose – beautifully loose. Her cunt was pliant, like a primordial sea. With gentle, rolling thrusts the huntress began to work more of her hand into the straining, velvety sheath. It was an unhurried rhythm, spreading the girl with the utmost ease. The young ranger’s breasts were drenched with sweat, dark nipples pointed and her muscles straining against the huntress’s bulk resting above her.

Faral squatted beside the huntress, pleasuring herself with one hand at her breast, and the other drawing firm circles round her clit. The huntress pressed her free hand to Faral’s back, drawing her closer, “Our guest has offered herself for our pleasure, you should enjoy her tongue.”

“No, not yet. I would see you claim her, first.”

“Then?”

“I would have you take me like you have taken her.”

Iniila’s cunt finally surrendered and spread to accommodate the huntress’s hand. The girl whimpered. Hot wetness clamped hungrily around the huntress’s wrist. She was inside Iniila, fucking her with short, powerful strokes, drawing out, and then slipping her thumb between her fingers again to move back in, feeling the silken channel obediently give way to the irresistible demands of their coupling. Iniila’s toes dug into the huntress’s shoulder, her breast - low, plaintive cries filled the cavern.  The huntress could sense Iniila’s was close, hear the hammering of the girl’s heart. She strained, her back arching, pressing the girl down flat on the sand.

“Now,” Iniila purred, “the time is now.”

“Time?”

“Sister,” Iniila addressed Faral, breathless, “there is something I have hidden from you that I am now bound to reveal. It was the artefact that led me to this place, filling my dreams with fevered visions of all that might be, and I have it wrapped in a hemp cloth in my travelling pack. Bring it to us.”

To the huntress’s surprise, Faral responded to Iniila’s demand as though compelled. She saw her companion reach into the hide bag the girl had kept slung over her shoulder, and retrieve a wrapped bundle the length of the span of two hands.

Faral unfurled the fabric with the utmost delicacy, holding it like she was cradling a treasure. Inside she found a rod, shaped like a thick plant-stem capped at its tip with a wide flower-bulb, the petals just beginning to bloom. At its base, long, feathery tendrils, like feelers, swayed in a lazy dance. Druidic pictograms were carved subtly into its surface. 

Iniila smiled, her eyes wide, her breathing frantic. “Now you know what you must do. That is why we are here.”

The huntress looked on in wonder, slipping her hand out of Iniila’s yielding cunt. Her fingers were streaked with thick, white juice. The girl was fertile – it was the high point of her cycle.

“Please,” Iniila hissed, “you feel it too, I know you do.”

Faral presented the living artefact for the huntress’s inspection, “It lives. I feel its heat and its warmth. This is not mere wood, but a creature of fertility-magic, though I had thought those arts long lost, remembered only in legend.”

Iniila gripped her ankles and pulled her thighs wider, the defined, runner’s muscles in her legs straining, to present her well-fucked cunt, “Do not resist the symbiont’s call – bind with it and finish what has already begun!”

The last shreds of the huntress’s reason were banished to the most hidden recesses of her mind. She felt the sand grow warmer under her, as if the heart of the earth itself had begun to beat, “Faral, bind it to me.”

She rose, sleek and graceful like a stalking leopard, and Faral knelt at her feet, almost in worship. The feelers sprang to life the moment they were introduced to the folds of the huntress’s sex, and took root deep in her channel, forming sympathetic bonds with both body and mind. She could sense the grip of Faral’s fingers on the surface of the symbiont – a creature that was now part of her, clouding her mind with one irresistible compulsion: to breed.

Faral spat a thick slick of spittle into a cupped hand and glided the wetness over the huntress’s pulsing organ. It glistened. Hot, urgent pressure – the huntress exhaled luxuriantly, and positioned the rod’s bulbous head against Iniila’s pouting cunt. The sensation was both sharp and joyous, like damp silk tickling her clit. It felt like when she and Faral coupled face-to-face, grinding and undulating in rhythm, joined at mouth and cunt, building a slow-burning release.

The huntress entered Iniila - with two firm thrusts, she felt her sex press against the girl’s. She – no, the artefact, if they were in any way separable – was inside, lodged to the root. Iniila’s cunt was slack and sodden - delightfully welcoming. It wouldn’t be long. She could feel the dull concussions resonate in the earth below. They echoed, not in her ears, but in her muscles and in her bones. Iniila braced herself and the huntress began to fuck her once more. It was an altogether new motion, but Iniila was quick to help the huntress find her rhythm. They flowed into each other, grinding, sex pressed against sex.

Faral moved from behind the huntress and lowered her cunt onto Iniila’s mouth.  The huntress could see rhythmic tensing and release of the older ranger’s taut bottom and knew she was revelling in the delights of the girl’s eager tongue.

The tension in the huntress’s belly mounted with each thrust. The rod made her feel like Iniila's innermost flesh had enveloped her own and sucked her into a fertile vortex. Her pace quickened, the thick stem of the rod mastering the straining channel of Iniila’s cunt. The girl’s moans filled her ears. The huntress alternated suckling kisses on the girl’s turgid nipples. Their bodies melded, dancing, as if by instinct, to the same beat.

The huntress pinned Iniila down, forcing her in place in anticipation of what they both knew must come. Sweat poured off the huntress’s breasts and forehead, like she had been running all day under the noontide sun. Each of her strokes was fierce, carrying all the force of her powerful hips, all of her desire.

“Imagine me,” Iniila murmured, between hungry licks on Faral’s juicing folds, “imagine me receiving your life-essence time and time again, full with your child – you, like All-Mother, She who shapes all that was and is, and I like clay in Her hands.”

That was all the encouragement the huntress needed. She had ears only for Iniila’s mewling sighs. Then the fire burst through her belly. She drew the girl up close and felt a visceral spasm deep in her sex. For an instant, the alien presence in her mind seemed sated, and she knew that her essence was coursing down the rod and into Iniila’s fertile cunt.

“Just so, All-Mother,” Iniila sighed, her strong thighs flexing tight and hard against the huntress’s flanks. “Do you hear it? The shrine lives once more. Its heart stirs. It is done.”

In the cavern, the cleft mound glowed and pulsed, awakened from its sleep. The waters flowed faster, the sonorous current thundering like a storm heralding the arrival of long-awaited rain.

The huntress rose, the residue of the thick, fragrant sap spurting from the rod flowed out from the now emptied wellspring of Iniila's parted sex, their mingled essences staining both skin and sand.

“Faral,” she called, and her voice brooked no dissent, “will you be true to your boast, and receive me, as she has?”

The older ranger lifted herself from Iniila’s mouth, her eyes narrowed, betraying fear and wonder. She drew near, leaving shallow tracks in the sand. Wary, she eyed the huntress’s symbiotic cock, stained with the evidence of Iniila’s heat. “It is the artefact who speaks, not you.”

Iniila lay on her back, knees hugged close to her breasts, “Why resist, sister? Your stars brought you here and you cannot battle your fate.”

Faral succumbed. She sank to her hands and knees, thighs spread, the rose lips of her cunt well slicked by Iniila’s skilful tongue, and pressed her cheek to the sand, verdant hair matted with sweat and clinging to her shoulders. It was complete submission to the huntress’s power - Faral’s soul laid bare. An admission of surrender to the inexorable destiny that had drawn them together. The huntress eased the sticky bulb of her druidic cock into the ranger’s cunt. She began moving inside her fate-bound lover before her mind even became conscious of it. And she fucked mercilessly, slotting each lunge bulb-to-base while Faral thrashed beneath her, hissing encouragements through gritted teeth, hips bucking, fucking back. Wanting more. 

The cavern rumbled with the silent voices of fertility-spirits well pleased by the fulfilment of a ritual they had not beholden for aeons. Hard, jungle rain began to fall. It poured through the vents in the cavern ceiling, and swelled the river’s current. Cool droplets brought relief to the huntress’s sore limbs, but her coupling continued unabated.

Look, huntress, a distant breath on the wind called through the shadows, here is a World-Womb - a shrine built by forbidden knowledge from a forgotten age. Your daughters will be strong, like their mothers, and their names will be sung in legend. They will be the ones to free our lands.


"A Man Needs A Whore, So…" by Max Keith

The tower sat alone in the Borderlands.

Once it had guarded this little morsel of the frontier. It had possessed its own walled courtyard, had fathered a tiny village with its own forge, even its own mill. It had housed some of the King’s better (meaning “less interested in pillage”) soldiers, the Borderer Rangers, for centuries. A battle had even been fought here, a famous one, where one of the Emperor’s distant cousins had commanded poorly and been killed efficiently. Now the old battlefield, which had once been farmed for its turnips, was a jumbled wasteland where rocks stuck up like the Emperor’s cousin’s bones.

But now the Wars had drifted away; ceaseless and always migrating, the fighting had gone further north many decades ago, and the tower had grown tired and cranky in its old age.

It creaked. It groaned. Its walls failed to stop the wind when the storms came from the East, for its mortar had all crumbled away into the pitted yard where Rangers once had trained. It occasionally fell apart, shedding stones like the droppings of some incontinent animal. It stank, the old odors of horseshit and cookfires still wafting from the forgotten hearths of long ago.

It still, however, provided shelter. The wood floors and roofs were still mostly sound, the stairs and ladders usable by the few who lived there, all of them bold and daring, and in a corner of the old kitchen a man and a woman were mating freely and with some enthusiasm in the fog of dawn.

The man, Drinn, was still fairly young, but looked very old; the Wars had made him grow up quickly. They did that to many men, when they didn’t kill them young.  Scars crossed over his tall, broad body, tanned darkly like an old drum. A few of them looked as if they could have killed him, and indeed one of them nearly had before Aimee had healed him. He was brawny, in that lithe way that said he was also quick and nimble; it is difficult for a warrior to survive if all he can do is lift a club or shove at the back of a shield.

No, this warrior was more skilled than that; he could do all those things a worthwhile and useful soldier could do. He was an excellent spearman, a capable rider, good with an axe. He could shoot with crossbows or, less reliably, longbows; he could keep a horse alive, butcher one when needed, keep his mail shiny and his helmet unrusted. He could find food anywhere, could terrorize a village, could kill a man or keep him from dying, for a little while.

And, in more ways than one, he was an outstanding swordsman. He frequently awoke with an urgent, pressing erection, a rampancy in his penis that needed prompt attention if it wasn’t to distract him all day. Once, he’d taken care of this need by seizing a house, slaying the owner, and simply taking the wife or the daughter, but those days were largely over. The warrior had seen too much of that. So now Drinn took his female comfort more prosaically if only slightly less violently, here in the old kitchen, from the wonderfully pliable and impressively skilled young Lynna.

This morning, she was bent over an elderly grindstone, her thin arms bracing her as she shoved capably backward against the warrior’s invading cock. Her face was twisted into a grimace of something like pleasure, but the truth was that she was in a bad mood this morning and was mostly just eager to let him finish so that he would leave her alone. She was lushly built, still young enough that her body was firm and beguiling, her breasts high and her cunt tight. A long, dirty tangle of dark hair swirled around her face as she worked, a freckled face fresh and attractive as long as her mouth remained shut over her rotten teeth, though the fakes that Franx had made for her were an improvement.

Many times she’d entertained her friend the warrior, and sometimes she enjoyed it. Never as much as he did, naturally, but then despite her tender years Lynna already knew that that’s the way of the world when penis meets vagina: the man cums first, the woman cums seldom. Old Jeery had taught her that when she’d first heard that Lynna was spending time at the inn up the road for pocket money. “You get him in, you let him do his business, you collect your fee, and you get out quick,” the old woman had cackled, her voice grim with long experience of the Realm’s inns. “Nothing good comes of letting a man lie with you once he’s spent.”

“But, Jeery!” Lynna had protested. “Repeat business! When a man stays with you, he pays you again once you get him hard.”

“Sure, but while you’re wasting time cuddling him into a fit state to fuck you the second time, there’s some other wench entertaining some other boy who’s already got his knob ready to go.” And then she’d told the story again, a story Lynna had heard before, a story now fifty years gone, when Raxillor III was King.

“I was entertaining Lord Helfrick in a backroom of the pub up on the Ockfield Road. You know the one. Well, he’d just blown his load in a highly satisfied way, and he insisted on kissing me afterward. Kissing me! And two gold mergansers for my pains.

“Well, I know a big spender when I fuck one, so I reckoned I’d give him a second dose. Offered myself at a discount, but he told me he’d pay full price once he was hard again.”

“Such a gentleman!” Lynna always said at this point.

“Indeed! I excused myself to go to the outhouse, and on the way back I found one of the smith’s boys. You know, an apprentice? He hadn’t a lot of silver, but I wanted whatever he had. 

“So I dropped my knickers, gave him a piece over the horse trough in the stableyard, and was back to Lord Helfrick again before he was even firm.” She cackled in her wheezy way whenever she told that story; Lynna usually just smiled. “Made my month’s rent that day inside of half an hour.”

But Lynna believed in repeat business, and felt that the men would offer more if you stayed and nestled with them in between. So far so good; she’d gained a fine reputation as far north as Holling and as far south as Port Forwin. She’d made nine golden mergansers just this week, and that wasn’t even counting her wages from her day job, here at the old tower with the Princess and her band of roving thugs.

Not to mention what she charged the warrior. That was simply icing.

Except when it wasn’t, like today. Today, it was hard work; he’d been going at her for awhile, and showed few signs of stopping. He’d begun by kicking her awake, his dick already obscenely hard in his worn leather trousers, not even wearing a shirt. “Up, girl,” he’d whispered urgently, not wanting to wake the sleeping Aimee nearby. “I need you.”

Sore from the night before, Lynna had nevertheless gotten up from the straw; customer loyalty was customer loyalty, after all. She’d stolen into the old kitchen, raised her nightskirts, and bent dutifully over after a brief but thorough flicker of her spit-moistened fingers over her pussy lips. “Come and get it, soldier,” she’d said with a fake laugh, knowing exactly what he’d feel like when her entered her.

She well knew Drinn’s cock; after all, he’d been fucking her two years already, ever since the Princess had hired her. He was undeniably big, with that meaty, manly flavor she appreciated; it wasn’t her mouth he wanted this morning, though. Big balls too, dangling beneath like a pair of weathered walnuts, the whole arrangement nestled inside his unruly orange pubes like the mage’s owl inside its nest. It was the sort of dick that had known many years over the back of a horse and many more over the back of a woman, and he’d learned to use it well. 

“Ohh, girl,” he muttered, using her particularly roughly this morning; there’d be a bruise across her thighs by lunchtime, from the grindstone. “Girl, you are fucking tight.” He could tell she wasn't really into it, but she was game anyway and he’d been raised by a religious woman who’d taught him how to give a proper compliment. 

“You say the sweetest things,” she said dryly. She could hear the slapping of his muscled thighs as they hit her rounded ass, the wet slither of his cock in her hole. “Now shut up and cum.” He always liked that kind of talk, the saucy kind, his fingers tightening as they gripped her narrow waist. “I need to get the breakfast fire lit, so you need to put your breakfast fire out.” She’d made that up on the spot; he seemed to like it. She liked trying out her love-talk with Drinn; he was honest in his feedback. His balls swung against her then with manic fury, his grunting, sweaty body moving in a faster rhythm.

“Shit,” she heard then, a disgusted exclamation from the bard. They must have woken him up with all the slapping; he normally arose after breakfast. He leaned against the doorway, peeling straw from his long, fine blond hair. “Don’t you two ever stop?”

“You can have her when I’m done, Cashel.” The warrior was in his final sprint, plunging wetly in and out; Lynna looked over to roll her eyes at Cashel, shaking her head. No way could he have her. It was known that he was diseased. Cashel winked at her and turned to piss in the corner.

“No thank you, Drinn,” the bard replied. “I’m just wondering when she’ll get around to making the coffee.”

“When I’m finished here,” she explained patiently, hunching backward, her young muscles straining. “He’s usually done by now,” she added faintly.

“Got a deep need for that hard body this morning,” Drinn gloated, now moving blindingly; he was starting to grunt. A few more moments passed before, his voice as tight as her snatch, he cried, “Here it comes!”

“Oh yeah, baby,” she said hollowly, not even bothering to try to sell it. He knew her too well. “Shoot it in me!” And he obeyed, shoving her hard against the grindstone as he pushed himself all the way in and unloaded, Cashel watching without much interest. That big dick was writhing in there, and Lynna moaned despite herself as she felt his cum. “Mmm,” she sighed, satisfied in a job well done. “Thanks, Drinn.” She’d have his seed leaking down her thigh for at least the next hour; she’d need to find a towel. And she should probably clean the grindstone…

“No,” he replied gallantly, still spurting, “thank you.” No matter how many times he had her, he always enjoyed it. Such a compact little body, so energetic, so supple… He eased out of her with genuine regret, then looked pointedly over at Cashel. “You see everything you wanted to see?”

“Actually,” the bard replied, studying his nails, “I came to fetch you. I’m sure you’ve forgotten we’re supposed to take our breakfast with the Princess…”

“Shit.” Precisely. Of course he’d forgotten. And now he’d be going to eat with the Boss stinking of cum. “And the mage too, no doubt,” he mused.

“No doubt.” Cashel smiled thinly. “Get yourself together, Drinn. We’ll be even later than we already are.” Franx and the Princess liked to get their work done early. “I’ve got a feeling we’re being sent off to do something more exciting than sitting here at the tower.”

“I hope so,” Drinn replied, not without a pang of regret at leaving Lynna. There were plenty of whores on the roads this time of year, but she was an excellent one.  And she was nearby. And she gave a discount. Speaking of which, “It’s a silver and a half, yes?”

Lynna made a face. The usual rate was two silver mergansers. She forced a smile.  “Of course, Drinn,” she purred, holding out her hand. Cash on the barrelhead was always the way, even among friends and coworkers like the two of them. Cashel watched in distaste as the money changed hands.  “Cum again soon.” It was every whore’s usual joke, but neither of them laughed.

“Just let me grab a tunic, then we’re off to the tower,” Drinn told Cashel as he tucked himself away. Both men paused to watch as Lynna swayed off into the kitchen yard, then it was back to business: one did not keep the Princess waiting.

* * *

Waiting, though, was most of what Princess Raxillene felt she’d been doing all her life. Her entire existence was a towering injustice, for she was the King’s eldest child, his firstborn, had been his heir until her brother Raxoril had been born. 

For awhile she’d been happy, once he’d died as a sickly, pale boy; but of course the King had gone ahead and had one of his many queens spit out another heir the following year, and now that disgusting boy Raxander was the heir and the Princess was… well, waiting. Waiting for him to die, hoping for it with absolute loathing, for she knew she should be Queen.

Everyone at the Tower knew of her ambition, fed steadily by her pet mage. “Sickening, how he leads her on,” Cashel muttered as they crossed the mudyard. “Did you hear the latest plan from our Master Franx?

“Which one’s that? The one where he tames the flock of enchanted seagulls to produce nitre?”

“No. He wants to send the valkrie to kill the Prince Regent.”

Drinn gave a low whistle. “That’s ambitious.  Even for such a devious mage.”

“No shit.” They walked on; Cashel spat suddenly, and Drinn felt the loathing clearly. “You need to stop Lynna from being quite so loud. It’s driving me crazy.”

“Now, just stop that right there.” Drinn was not in the mood. “She’s a whore; she fucks loud. Big deal.” He pulled open the plain, stout door to the Tower. “You’re just pissed because you can’t find a woman to let you put your withered cock in her.”

“Yes.” Cashel scowled. “My affliction rears its ugly head.”

“Your ‘affliction’ is a massive, weeping sore that wraps around your cock like a snake around a monkey.” He thought of a pun too delicious to resist. “Your head is the least ugly part!” Drinn laughed uproariously at his own joke, and Cashel’s scowl deepened.

“Only when it acts up,” he muttered, wounded. He’d had only the worst possible class of woman since his affliction had appeared, and they still insisted he pay full price even if the sores were calm for the moment. It was all deeply embarrassing to a man as handsome and witty as Cashel.

The steps curved around the tower for its many stories, occasional landings opening into the various rooms; the Princess was always at the top, where the air did not smell like a barnyard. The men were quiet as they climbed, still dealing with the horror of being awake on a chilly morning.

Halfway up, the entire stair began to tremble; this was the problem with life in an old watchtower. Everything was falling apart, and the maintenance was ruinous. They scrambled to the nearest landing, for the trembling meant somebody was coming down from above, and with no room to pass on the narrow stairs it was usually wise for the climbers to yield to the descenders.

“Wonder who’s coming down so early.” Cashel was breathing hard already; neither the Princess nor her mage was ever on the way down so early.

But the valkrie always was. She came flying around the stairs, a long-limbed vision in a dancing chainmail chemise and that doeskin fighting kilt of hers, her long silver hair floating behind her like a pet dragon. She pulled up short as she saw the men, her almond-shaped blue eyes narrowing in her thin, pointed face. “You two.” She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Did she summon you to bring her breakfast, or to clean out her chamberpot?”

“Nice.” Drinn, as always, had eyes only for her long, cool body. “Off to kill the Prince Regent?” She made a face.

“I’ll leave you to whatever paltry errands the Princess wants to send you on,” she said with her usual haughty breeziness. “She sends those of us with more elevated skills to do her more important work.”

“You taking that fucking creature of yours with you?” Cashel was deeply afraid of the valkrie’s fighting lizard, which had tried to burn him once. She broke into a smile of great amusement.

“Fluffy? No. She’s staying back for this one.” She shrugged. “I’ll only be five or six days. Can your shriveled prick survive without seeing me that long, Drinn?” she mocked. She knew just how badly he wanted her, damn her. The warrior swallowed.

“I’ll just have to make do,” he said blithely. “There are always barnyard animals around if I get desperate.” He put a massive hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about me.”

“I never do.” He got a rare smile, the perfect teeth of a woman always very careful to avoid facial wounds. “I’ll see you little boys another time.” She resumed her skittering flight down the stairs, her horse already restless outside. Drinn and Cashel exchanged a glance.

“I hate not knowing what’s going on,” Cashel sighed.

* * *

The room at the top of the tower was always warm; it was the only one where anyone had done anything about chinking the walls. The servants had brought an early breakfast, the smell of coffee strong in the stuffy room. “Have some eggs,” the Princess urged once they’d sat. “Or there’s a nice venison sausage, though alas overcooked.” Cashel frowned as he looked at the sausages, which had burst and now looked like his own penis. He went slightly pale. Drinn simply loaded everything onto a plate. “You guys slept well?”

“Always, your Highness,” Drinn shrugged. “Clear conscience.” He began devouring the eggs. “How’s it going, Franx?” he nodded to the mage, brooding by the window in his sky-blue cloak. Franx shrugged.

“Busy morning,” said the man in the cloak. He was tall and slender, but that’s about the best that could be said for him: his surpassing ugliness was an intriguing contrast to the Princess Raxillene’s porcelain pale skin and wavy golden tresses, her expertly assembled body so perfect that the rumor was that Julian’s famous Fantasia poems had been written about her. Franx, on the other hand, always looked like he’d slept in a marsh. “Eat up, men; you've got a job to do today.”

“At the usual rate, or the special one?” Drinn asked at once; best to get the financial discussions over soonest.

“Special,” the Princess assured them. Cashel’s eyes lit up.

“Can I have some in advance?” he asked at once. “And will we be passing near Port Forwin?” Drinn and Franx looked at him oddly.

“Forwin’s sort of out of your way,” the mage mused as the Princess hopped lightly off her throne and crossed to the strongbox against the wall, “but only sort of.”

“You guys are going to the Starkhorn,” said the Princess over her shoulder. Drinn and Cashel looked at each other.

“What the fuck is at the Starkhorn?” Drinn wasn’t sure he wanted a trip into the mountains, special rate or no.

“Five companies of the Twelfth Southern Mountaineers,” Franx said dismissively, “but that’s not why you’re going. It’s also where you’ll find the entire 3rd Imperial Legion. Or at least the 12th will find them there. Soon.”

“Soon?” Drinn put down his sausage. “An entire legion?”

“The Legion’s moving to besiege and take the fortress even as we speak.” The mage was watching them closely. “They must be warned.”

“The Emperor’s troops were seen at the sources of the Gethell four weeks ago, preparing.” The Princess had stopped eating. “I needn’t remind such a famous warrior as you, Drinn,” she continued, “of the importance of the Starkhorn to the War.”

“So why do I have to go?” Cashel bleated. The Princess rolled her eyes, leaving Franx to answer.

“Too dangerous to ride in the Borderlands alone these days.” He shook his head. “We should all move in pairs now.”

“The valkrie’s going alone,” Drinn pointed out, in the mood for an argument. “She’s not even taking her lizard.” The Princess and her mage exchanged a glance.

“The valkyrie is not going toward the Border,” she said shortly.

“Besides,” Franx grinned, “she’s a better fighter than you.”

Drinn scoffed.

“In any case,” the mage went on, “you’re both going because the Princess is paying both of you.”

“Special rate plus,” Cashel said at once. “If it’s that dangerous in the Borderlands, we should get even more.”

“Gods dammit!” The Princess was not fond of spending extra. “Plus what? Two percent?”

“Five percent.” The bard had been wheedling money out of people all his life.

“Three.

“Three and a half over the special rate.” He smiled toothlessly.

“Fine, but you leave now. At once. The attack will happen within the week,” Franx said dismissively.

“Within the week?” Drinn was puzzled. “How do you know that?”

“I have Seen it,” the mage announced portentously, “in the Oracles.”

Cashel and Drinn both laughed gaily. “The fucking Oracles?” Drinn nearly spat out his eggs. “What’s that, the pattern your shits make in the bucket?”

“The ways of the mages,” Franx said primly, “are not for the likes of you to understand. Just get there soon; the Twelfth has had problems with disease lately, and the western approaches there are difficult to guard.”

“I’m familiar with the tactical problems of defending the Starkhorn,” Drinn reminded them. “We’ll leave at once.” He drained his coffee.

“And we’ll be going through Port Forwin.” The bard smiled thinly. “For supplies.”

“Whatever.” The mage scratched irritably at his ass, and the Princess pretended not to notice. “Just get there.”

“What’s in Port Forwin?” Drinn was feeling mulish; the sausages were not sitting well. He usually preferred lighter fare in the morning, but if someone else was paying, he’d eat.

“I am,” Cashel breezed cheerfully. “It’s not often I get a chance to go to a city anymore; a man gets wistful for… well, if you must know, I’m intending to find a woman.”

Drinn stared at him from atop his taller horse. “We’re tasked with saving one of the most important fortresses in the Realm,” he said slowly, “and you’re going to use our inestimably valuable time to go whoring?”

Cashel sighed. “You have no idea what it’s like. You fuck all the time. Lynna lives in the next shed from us; it’s like she’s a portable receptacle for you. Me? What do I have? Nothing, that’s what. Every woman for miles around knows of my affliction, and even though it’s not contagious, they won’t touch me for any price.” He shrugged in misery. “I’m so horny I can’t even think straight.”

Drinn thought about that. “Wait. Who says you’re not contagious?”

“Aimee.” Drinn snorted.

“If she was so convinced of her diagnosis,” the warrior grinned, “she’d have fucked you herself. Just to prove it.”

“Come on.” Cashel was hurt. “You know she’s into Firkis. She wouldn’t even fuck you.”

Drinn was laughing. “Fine. We’ll go to Port Forwin overnight. But just one night, Cashel; the Starkhorn’s two days from here or two days from Forwin. We can’t waste any more time.”

The bard cackled. “With the Princess’ advance,” he gloated, “I should be able to find a whore in record time.” This was true; the advance was fifteen golden mergansers, when seven would have sufficed for them to eat and sleep in style for ten days. Any experienced Borderlands cocksman could instantly do the math: fifteen mergansers, to a common slut like Lynna, was thirty times up the chuff. Or make it twenty times in the ass. Or 240 times by mouth; it was an astronomical sum, in sexual terms.

But not for Cashel. For the kinds of women who’d have him, it wouldn’t go quite that far. He was, if truth be told, praying for a darkened room and a drunk whore, plus say double the going rate. So make it a full golden merganser for each time in the cunt. Which was truly a fortune: a whole man like Drinn might expect to pay the same sum, but for the entire night, all holes. Add in an extra gold merganser for the private room and two meals, and that would make an excellent trip to the city for most men. As it certainly would for Drinn tonight, who knew of an excellent inn with clean girls called the Bag of Mice.

So Cashel was understandably bitter as they rode through the city gates in the gathering dusk and made their way through the sewer-stinking streets to the Bag, as the locals called it. It was a nice half-timbered place near the harbor, the neighbourhood smelling of tar and mildewed sails, but once inside it was pleasant enough. Soon the two were settled with a pair of beers and half a chicken each, and the pimp had come out to see what they fancied.

Cashel dreaded this moment, Drinn knew: he would have to let the pimp know he needed a woman who wouldn’t discriminate, without revealing the reason. He was bound to have an easy time convincing the right woman to accept him, right there in the moment, with a nearby bed and a pile of coins in front of her eyes. The pimp would be tougher.

So Drinn went first. “I want a private room and a tight girl. Young, but not too young; very firm and pale, long dark hair, and plucked down below.” The pimp was writing this down.

“Excellent, sir. Upper, lower, or rear service?”

“Upper and lower, no need for rear.” Drinn was not a great fan of anal; he figured, at that point, that one might as well just use a boy. The pimp nodded.

“Saucy or meek?”

“Oh, saucy! Please! And, uh…” He searched for the right word. “Durable.” He paused. “I’m not small.”

A thin smile. “I’ve got just the thing, sir. One gold merganser plus a silver, minus the room rate which I believe you’ve already negotiated with my friend the innkeeper. In the morning, as long as her ass is unpunctured, I’ll refund you two of the silvers. Fair?”

“Fair.” It was a city rate, and therefore rather high, but Drinn was feeling both expansive and temporarily wealthy. “I’d like her name to be Cora.”

“Her name can be anything you tell her it is.” They shook on it, and Drinn tossed back the last of his beer and got up.

“Send her right up.” He wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist. “See you in the morning, friend,” he grinned at Cashel, whom the pimp was now eyeing greedily. The bard waved weakly back, and the warrior was off, stumping up the stairs with a satisfied air and a stiffening lump in his breeches.

The girl took her sweet time; Drinn supposed that was all part of what “saucy” entailed here. It had been a long time since he’d taken a woman in Port Forwin; the local customs seemed to have changed since he’d come through with the Forces. He washed inadequately and then settled himself comfortably enough, though the bed ended at his ankles; he was naked and half-hard when the knock came at the door.

“It’s your Cora!” The voice was high and chipper, already mocking him. “At least for tonight!”

“It’s open.” The warm, low fire stirred in the draft as the plank door creaked wide, then quickly shut; the whore scuttled in lithely, her dark green robe swishing across the floor.

“Apt to get myself groped out there in that hallway,” she observed briskly, looking curiously around. “And for free, too; it’s hard to collect your fee on a hit-and-run in a crowded corridor.” She focused on Drinn now, taking in the scars, the sweat, the tanned flesh. “You smell like horse.”

Drinn smiled. The robe was made to be shapeless, the color that of a fourth-year journeywoman, but the body beneath it was too gloriously rounded not to show itself even through the heavy cloth. “I aim to smell like you,” he pointed out.

“Ah, well,” she grinned, “I suppose that depends on who’ll be riding who.”

Drinn shrugged against the mattress. “We’ve got all night, Cora.”

“Indeed we do.” She was happy about that too, for most fourth-year whores probably didn’t get to spend many nights in the same bed. Being a young slut was hard on the feet. “Your name?”

“I’m Poildrin Franx,” he lied calmly. It amused him to take the mage’s name when he was whoring. “I’m a plumber,” he said helpfully.

“Bullshit,” she snapped, working with practiced dexterity at the ties that kept the robe cinched around her throat. “But I can pretend, if you like.” The robe fell to the floor, her pale hairless body almost gleaming in the firelight, and Drinn whistled low. Her face, heart-shaped and high-cheeked, with bold brown eyes and a lush set of full lips, had only been the start. Her neck was a bit short, but that was the only flaw the warrior could see apart from hair that only reached her shoulders. And what shoulders: rounded and pale, giving onto a pair of well-shaped arms with long fingers; her breasts hung high and massive on her slight frame, the nipples fiery already, with a sharply tapered waist and a pair of lush, wide hips below. Her slit already dripped down legs long, firm, and muscled; even her feet were sexy. Drinn swallowed in a dry throat.

“I’m sorry my hair’s not long enough,” she said cheerfully; her teeth were not her best feature, but then Drinn knew he was not one to talk. “We’ve only got two with long hair, and they’re both busy right now.” She was moving now, drifting sideways toward the bed, her eyes sliding toward his cock. “So how about this,” she murmured, kneeling on the mattress on his right side straight-backed, her nipples bobbing proudly. “We’ll refund you an extra two roights for my short hair in the morning… or not.”

“Not?” Drinn settled his hands behind his head, ignoring the stink of his armpits. He was already inching toward a full erection. “How does that work?”

“Well,” Cora replied hoarsely, her fingers dancing across his scarred thigh, “if you’re even thinking about my hair at the end of the night,” she whispered, falling slowly toward his ear, “I’ll give you the refund.” Her lips reached his face at the exact moment her hands closed around his meaty shaft. “But you won’t be.”

“Mmm…” She had skill, no doubt of it; already his penis was drooling, a long clear line of fluid connecting the wide, stubby cock to the curled hairs of his belly. He felt lips on his cheek, his ear, his neck, the lovely fresh smell of the young woman intoxicating him right away. He reached lazily for her shapely white thigh, squeezing once to test her fitness before his hand moved slowly up, up, her skin quivering and growing hotter and hotter until he felt her gasp her basil-scented breath across his face as his fingers found her pussy. She spread willingly, her left leg darting out to brace herself against the room’s filthy plank floor.

“Who’s Cora, then?” she murmured, her tongue flicking across the sweat of his throat. “An old lover? A wife?” She made him stiffen all the way as her hands shot abruptly to his balls. “Your sister?” She had a harsh laugh that Drinn liked.

“She was a whore I had, years back,” he admitted; they didn’t often ask. “Some village up on the North Coast. Best cunt I ever had.”

She straightened up at once, her hand now just resting on him, undulating her hips as his fingers twirled inside. “Until tonight, you mean.” Drinn liked her confidence. “I’m going to make you forget all about her.” She came back down, her tongue on his belly now, teasing his navel. “When we wake up in the morning,” she went on, her hand busy once more, “it’ll be my name you give to your future wenches.”

“What name is that?” She was making a good start, that was for sure, well-juiced and enthusiastic. She laughed across his groin, nipping at his hip.

“I’ll tell you in the morning.” And then his sweaty, horse-stinking cock was in her mouth, her nimble tongue flickering across and around his flesh, and her fingers were dancing across his scars and along the tender skin between scrotum and anus, driving the breath from his lungs as her spit began to flow down toward his belly.

Oh, the sight of that coarse short hair tossing fitfully as her mouth slid up and down over his glistening cock! He was mesmerized by her smoothness, her curves so much more voluptuous than even the nicely-sized Lynna. There was just no match for city pussy; the provinces simply couldn’t compare.

He watched in amazement as she arched her back high, stretching that short neck to open her throat to his wide, wedgelike head. “Ohh, girl,” Drinn whispered with a catch in his voice. “You’re a fucking peach.” She looked at him sideways, a glimmer of professional pride in her brown eyes, as her lips made firm, confident contact with his matted curls. “You’re insane, Cora.” He jerked his hips involuntarily as he felt her tongue lashing his shaft; she pulsed her throat around his head a few times before she lifted, sooo slowly, off his cock, now glistening with a thick layer of pooling saliva.

“You’re a big boy,” she husked, her mouth grinning. She was steadily working his smelly balls with one hand, its pinkie finger rubbing dryly across his asshole. “I’m going to have some fun with you.”

“Get that mouth back where it belongs, wench,” and when he spanked her, his eyes went wide as her whole body jiggled lewdly. “Holy hells, but you’re a fine-looking filly.”

“Thanks, friend,” she replied cheerily, her other hand playing with his chest hair, “but I’ll suck your cock when I’m good and ready!” She was smirking down at him, her whole body rosy with sexual excitement, the juices down her thighs constant. “I aim to enjoy you just as much as you’ll enjoy me, warrior, and you paid for the whole night...” She winked, and was still staring at him as her mouth plunged right back down to the base of his erection. Her cheeks were drumskin-tight as she sucked, again and again and again, her shoulders rolling with the rhythm of her kneeling body.

Drinn shivered with delight, feeling ashamed as he actually considered letting go and simply firing into her mouth. He could always repeat the process later, in the pussy, but the fact of the matter was that he’d been raised to believe that a man should never shoot anywhere but in the pussy that first time. She sensed his inner debate and came off him again, leaving a long gossamer thread of spit.

“What’s the matter, boy?” She was mocking him, her fingers still busy twiddling the base of his ballsack. “Can’t you decide where you want to put it?” Oh, but she was an experienced one; she could read his mind. She kissed his head with a loud smack. “You want me to decide where I want to take it?” She laughed; it was meant to tease him. No real Borderman allowed himself to be told how to fuck, least of all scarred warriors. “You didn’t pay for rear service tonight, but I’ll bet I could tempt you...”

With that, her whole body swiveled, a leg coming over him to clamp itself against the side of his face, trapping him with the shining pink eye of her slit just inches from his nose. “Come on, warrior,” she giggled, straightening up so that he could see nothing but her glorious butt, plucked bare, the musty hole in between those luscious cheeks looking straight at him. “Go ahead. Throw me down and put it in my ass.”

“Fuck!” She was back down on his penis now, her glorious fleshy rump arching above him like an obscene rainbow. He took a moment, his hands tucked behind his head, to admire her enthusiasm and skill: you got the sense that this was a woman of great imagination, that if you took her every night for a month she’d still surprise you.

Drinn put his head back, his entire body (well, all but one part) totally relaxed after the long day on horseback. He was distantly aware of insistent wet slurping noises from where throat met cock, of the hot humidity of her mouth working his head and shaft as her hands massaged his scrotum, her spit tickling the inside of his crotch as it ran down toward the mattress.

He opened his eyes then and stared at the slickly protruding lips of her vagina. He had half a mind to lean up and nibble at them, but why? He had all night. Drinn breathed deeply; her smell was everywhere, rich and earthy and spicy. Absently, he smiled and then reached a lazy hand out to touch her, stroking her outer vagina gently. He watched as the whole opening spasmed closed briefly, her breath hot against his groin as she moaned. He made up his mind with a fond swat at her right buttock. Once more, he admired its taut quiver. “Enough, Cora. Spin around and let’s have your cunt.”

“Yes, sir.” She grinned a gap-toothed grin, upside-down from between her own legs. His dick alongside her face was an angry red, glistening with her saliva. “Who’s on top, then?”

“I think I’m quite comfortable down here, thanks.” He could always roll her over later; the thought of seeing those fine, high breasts shuddering over his body as she fucked was just too tempting.

“If you’re comfortable now,” she laughed, crab-crawling her lush body around, “then I’m not doing my job.”

“Oh,” he said fervently, watching in tense fascination as she positioned herself over him with practiced ease, “you’re surely doing your job.” She winked and squared herself over his dick, glancing down once to make sure of her position, and then with a sexy sneer she reached back along her ass and through her legs to prop his penis high.

“Just you lie back, then,” she sang. “I’ll do all the work.” Without looking down past her sleek pale belly, she wiggled the head of his dick between her labia, teasing both of them with a saucy smirk. He just stared, mesmerized, as her smooth lips parted around him; her mouth fell open hotly, and if she wasn’t really enjoying this then she was the finest actor in the world.

With a sudden uncontrollable urge Drinn, dry-mouthed, clenched his strong hands onto her thighs and, with a growl, pushed his hips off the bed to drive himself upward into her; both were so wet that he felt nothing but the slick whisper of flesh on flesh, no dragging at all; it felt like pushing a sharp, finely-made dagger into a man’s guts. Her flesh gave under his fingers in that wonderful, pliable way, and both of them groaned as their skin mashed together.

He thought once again as he gazed up into Cora’s eyes just how good an actress this little whore was. Four years: she must have packed away over a thousand cocks by this time. Drinn’s could not possibly have been special enough to make her take notice, he figured, but you’d never know it from the way she fluttered her eyes, her chest flushing as she let him fill her. They settled back onto the mattress, Drinn hilted into her as deeply as he could possibly get.

Cora rocked back and forth, a big grin on her face, and laid her hands lightly on his ribs. “You like feeling me wrapped around your meat, soldier-boy?”

“Love it,” Drinn replied, and he was surprised that he meant it. She felt so epically wonderful; too, she was lovely and funny and saucy and just a nice girl, plus she knew how to wash. His mind wandered back, as the girl began to swivel her well-trained hips, to his other fuck of the day, the thrusting of his dick into the well-worn tunnel that was Lynna. She was a nice girl too, and polite enough, but her sexual skills just weren’t at Cora’s level. That’s the difference, he thought again, between pussy from the provinces and a nice, honest urban whore.

Lynna was good enough for a daily ride, but when it came right down to it, her main value lay in proximity. Not for the first time, Drinn wondered what the healer Aimee would feel like with his dick inside her…

“I’m going to fuck that big dick right off your body,” Cora announced, bringing him abruptly back to the half-timbered room, her fingers tracing along the rocklike muscles of his stomach. “You going to watch my tits bounce while I ride you?” There was a twinkle in her eye; of course he was, as she well knew. This slut knew exactly what she had.

“Mind they don’t fall off.” They would, too, within a few years, but this wench could not possibly be older than twenty, still lithe and supple. They were already in motion, her nipples swinging in easy circles as she began to rise and fall.

“If only there was someone here to hold them in place,” she winked, and Drinn took the hint; they filled his hands so, so nicely, her cunt slurping along as their faces lost the good-humoured smiles of foreplay and began to take on the serious, even feral look people get when they fuck.

Oh, but her eyes were intense; he started to drown in them immediately as she got into it. His hands did not last long on those tits, moving down to tickle her sides on their way to her round, wiggly ass; she hunched down low, her nipples grazing his chest, and laid her face right above his. “Do it, warrior,” she spat, her breath reeking of his cock. “Fill me up, if you’re man enough. I’ve got other dicks to fuck tonight, if you don’t want to claim me as your woman.” And then there was passion, real passion, as she plunged down and devoured his tongue, their bodies thrusting and pulsing and pounding and slapping, the sweat darkening the sheets as they grappled, her pussy a vise clamped tightly around his cock as they surged together.

Both of them felt it as Drinn started to get close, and Cora wrenched her lips savagely from his, her spit flying into his face as she cursed him. “Do it, bastard!” She was shouting, delirious, the two of them driving each other crazy. “Shoot that seed into me! Make me earn my money, you useless prick!” She was slapping his chest savagely, her hips a hammering blur of movement, all her muscles tight and trembling when, with a strangled groan, he came.

She felt the cock twitch mightily, laughed at the sudden warmth that filled her lower body, the immediate smooth flow of well-lubed body movement where, a second before, there had been the beginnings of discomfort as her saliva began to wear thin on his shaft. His semen was a balm, a soothing gluey mass, easing the passage of his still-hard cock as the two of them, heaving slower now but no less passionately, gasped their slow, slippery way into the oblivion of orgasm, Drinn just about blacking out with the sheer pleasure of it.

* * *

In the morning, she kept the two roights for her short hair. She’d been right; he hadn’t noticed at all. But she kept her name, too, for as much of a wolverine as she had been she just hadn’t been as excellent as Cora.

But she’d been more than good enough, and so Drinn danced down to his breakfast in an excellent mood, fully sated after a long and vigorous night and ready to cut across toward the River. He found Cashel already there, buttering a roll with brutal stabs of his knife, and he frowned.  “All right, Cash?”

“No.” He looked murderously away, then shrugged. “She wouldn’t do me, the bitch.”

Drinn wanted to laugh, but his friend looked so obviously devastated he restrained himself. “I’m sorry, brother,” he said instead. “How far did she get?”

“One look,” Cashel admitted. “One look, and she was out the door screaming murder. A constable nearly came in.”

“Did the pimp give you a refund, at least?” Drinn was flexing his sword-hand; pimps were notorious for needing extra persuasion. The bard nodded.

“He did. Seemed angry about it, but he couldn’t deny she hadn’t provided the full service. And I even told him I was afflicted.”

Drinn said nothing. He doubted his friend had been completely forthcoming about the nature of the affliction, anyway. He blew on the coffee. “So, I suppose we could try to find a village on the road tonight then. There’s bound to be an inn at the ford.”

Cashel looked viciously upward. “The hells with that. If the grand women of the Bag of Mice won’t have me, I shan’t have any better fucking luck on the road.”

“’Fucking luck.’ That’s funny, see, because…”

“I know why that’s funny. To you. No doubt you took your ease last night with a nice, dewy-thighed girl of unimpeachable talents.” Drinn had nothing to add to that; the bard had said it all. “No. I’m not leaving this Port Whorewin shithole until I find some wench willing to take my cum. Understand?”

The warrior sipped carefully at the coffee. “Now, Cash,” he admonished, wagging a finger, “you know we need to get moving. The fortress…”

“The fortress can get itself buggered,” Cashel spat. “Doesn’t my health mean anything to you, Drinn? For I’m telling you, this is serious: I’m aching down there all the time now. No way can I ride like this; my balls are too swollen. No.” He shook his head with an air of grim decision. “No. You can go if you like. I’m staying.”

Drinn blinked. “Franx said we must move in pairs, Cash. You as well as me.”

“You moved in a pair last night, Drinn, with your latest Cora. No. If you won’t go without me, then you’ll just need to help me find a bitch for tonight.” He tore at the bread. “Clock’s ticking.”

But there were no whores that night, the pimp now wise to the bard and the innkeeper barring them from bringing in any women off the street. They gave up at midnight, Cashel skulking off to bed after his latest embarrassment while Drinn called loudly for the same Cora.

She brought a friend, her protegee. The friend was a ginger bitch, a first-year, incredibly talented with both tongue and hands, and yet Drinn had found himself emptying more often into the game short-haired wench from the first night. And in the morning, he did ask her real name.

The third night was the same, minus the redhead, and Cora knew Drinn was becoming irate. “What’s the matter, love?” she asked softly, her ass full of his semen as they rested afterward. “Is your friend truly so awful?”

Drinn looked out the window into the dark as he made his decision. They simply had to get going. “Listen,” he said urgently, turning to face her, “do you trust me?”

“No.” She kissed his lips briefly. “But you pay me, so I’ll say yes. Why?”

“Here’s the thing.”  The warrior took a deep breath. “His cock looks bad, but it’s nothing contagious. It’s an enchantment, nothing more.  And he simply must empty it.”

She shrugged, stroking his hair. “I believe you, but what can I do? The rumors have already spread among the girls.”

Drinn took a deep, heavy breath. “Ten golden mergansers,” he said quietly. Then he waited. She watched him carefully now, no more lighthearted sass, just business. He saw her do the calculation.

“Twenty.”

“Shit.” He gulped. He reckoned they’d settle at sixteen or seventeen, and he’d need to use some of Cashel’s own money.

The whore’s eyes narrowed, searching. “How much do you love me?” she asked with an ironic chuckle. “Because, warrior, I’ll only open my legs if you open your wallet.” She reached down and stroked him roughly. “Nice and wide…”

Drinn frowned.

* * *

The warrior had looked away as they rode out on the third morning, his Cora glaring at him from the stableyard. She stood grimacing; Cashel had admitted he’d been quick and, well, large. “There just wasn’t much time for warming up,” he’d explained. And now Cashel, his mouth a tight smile of embarrassed triumph, didn't look at her either.

Oh, but Cora was angry; Drinn noticed glumly how her eyes burned, her mouth set in a tightly bitter line. Angry and humiliated, he supposed, but it wasn’t like he’d lied to her. He’d told her Cashel’s dick was a grotesque mockery, a horror bewitched by that sorceress they’d killed up on the River Fleen, she who’d had just time to say the spell before the Valkyrie’s knife had flashed into her chest, with Drinn’s hammer pulping her skull after. The two of them, both experienced fighters, had known to charge the witch from the sides, where her words held no power; they’d told Cashel to get out of her way, but of course the bard had, as always, trusted to luck and taken the full force of the spell.

And now his bad luck had been Cora’s shame, the other girls tittering at her from across the stableyard. They knew what she’d sucked last night, a hasty but accurate description of Cash’s penis having raced through the town after that first night. “Was it cum he put into you, or pus?” one of them jeered now, and Cora spat back at her without breaking her glare as the two of them rode past.

“I don’t understand it,” Drinn muttered. “What, were you rough with her? You can’t have struck such an excellent whore, Cash!”

“No no, never,” the bard had protested, his face reddening in the face of her stare. “No. It’s just… well, I was eager, you know. There was a lot of… of fluids, so to speak. And some of them might have, uh, come sooner than she wished.” He swallowed carefully. “And, ah, perhaps in the wrong place…”

Drinn reined up and gave Cashel a stare of his own, the bard withering between four angry eyes now. “How many strokes could you manage, Cash?” The warrior shook his head; he’d vouched for his friend with Cora, on top of the truly exorbitant money he’d paid her.

“Um.” The bard combed irritably at his blond locks, the two of them finally out on the street and out of Cora’s gaze. “I didn’t even make it in her,” he admitted. “Not that time. Later in the night, yes,” he went on quickly, smiling with the memory, “but I had to offer an extra silver after what happened that first time.” He shuddered.

“Where, Cashel?” Drinn’s voice was a flat echoing thing, the sort of tone he employed when he was about to start torturing a peasant or something.

“Erm. Well, I, uh…” He took a deep breath. “I might have shot it into her nose.” Drinn shook his head in disgust. “Her eye, too, I suppose…”

They met the first messenger of the 12th Southern Mountaineers, a haggard officer barreling north, as evening fell that same day.

* * *

The Princess’ clock ticked loudly over her hearth. Once again, Drinn shrugged helplessly.

“Impossible.” Franx was furious. “No way could the Oracles have been that wrong.”

“Believe it,” the warrior snarled. “Your precious Oracle was at least two days late with what it told you.” He shook his head. “The Emperor’s troops were still putting the garrison to the sword as we came around the curve in the pass.” Raxillene, her beautiful face waxy now, glanced at the mage.

“Could the Oracles have been incorrect?” she asked quietly.    

Franx glared at Drinn and Cashel, standing defiantly at the top of the stairs. “Sometimes the messages are unclear, hard to interpret,” he confessed, “but not this time. This time it was brutally clear.”

Drinn shrugged again; he never minded being insolent towards the mage. “Not as brutally clear as the Emperor’s banners rising above the walls.” It had been horrible, truly; the invaders had still been throwing the defenders’ hands over the walls as the warrior and the bard had ridden frantically back down the pass.

“But we tried,” Cashel muttered. “We still get our wage, see.”

Drinn needed Cashel to get that money; he intended to beat every fucking coin out of the bard to pay back what that Cora had demanded. “Yeah,” he summed up with an indifferent sneer, “no way do we miss out on our money just because your fucking Oracle was using the wrong time zone.” The mage and the Princess were exchanging a withered glance as Drinn’s mind wandered toward Lynna, awaiting him down in the courtyard tomorrow morning.

She’d hear about the money, and not unnaturally she’d raise her rate. But a man needs a whore, so…


"The Ballad of Little Bird" by Cyrano Johnson

“The caged bird sings

with a fearful trill

of things unknown

but longed for still

and his tune is heard

on the distant hill

for the caged bird

sings of freedom.”

- Maya Angelou

Under the Stars.

Every creed has its own way of dealing with those born Fae. In the realms of the Faithful they are called the Four Peoples of the Iteni, a word that clarifies intent for it means “outcast,” and outside the Emperor's throne city of Meidan, the place where they are cast is named Serenity. It sits next to the sea, on the east margin of the great estuary of the San-Yin, Meidan's mother river.

In the north, beyond her teeming brick tenements, more than half of Serenity is brackish swamp that looks at first like wilderness—though at night you might spy ghostly lamps of the small and clever Nelemeni fishermen out in their coracles, hunting for crays and broadfish in the little creeks and runnels, their eyes shining.

Look closer and vast shapes are visible here and there in the verdant growth, as if chance and nature had shaped strange faerie castles in the mists and mud. Cobbled or grown together from the materials of the swamp itself, these are the shelters of the resident People, the giant and reclusive Winegit who can grow nearly fourteen spans tall. The “wild” swamp has in truth been shaped by generations of their hands. Thick tangles of banyan limbs form the walls and floors of hutches or the bridges between. Here and there, great artificial mounds of mud and turf anchored atop mangrove root networks form open platforms: the sacred glades used for village rites.

It's these glades and the kith and kin who gather in them, more than the scattered hutches amidst the banyan limbs, that have names. The oldest is called Ozidan. Tonight almost two hundred of the Winegit have massed here for ceremony amid the fire and smoke of torches.

Nearly all of them are naked. With few exceptions, Iteni are forbidden all but the simplest kilts and loincloths, jute or homespun cotton, and perhaps the occasional hempen rain-cape; but the bodies of giants are difficult to clothe even thus. It's a mark of standing to have a loincloth of deer-hide or gator skin, worn garments that have been passed down from before the days when Winegit numbers grew and they hunted out the swamp's large beasts. Most make do with ceremonial mud and splashes of pigment.

It's a good thing they're a handsome People, thinks the old man as he steps forth at the glade's northern end, looking out at them. He's as worn as any old garment, his dark skin seamed and leathery. He feels the weight of responsibility in the vast cape of bird feathers draped round his shoulders—a thing of appalling wealth, mangy though its condition is. His People, though, are strong. Living idols of corded muscle. Their features are expressive and statuesque as they look back at him with hope. Strong, he thinks sourly, as befits beasts of burden.

His name is Mistegish. He is Sabelana of this village, the keeper of its stories and anointer of its leaders. This gathering is his creation, and his pointed ears twitch with anticipation. Even he does not know where this night will go.

Drums made of great hollowed tree-trunks send up a throbbing rhythm from within the worshipers' ranks. A deep, wordless humming chant of readiness comes from among them. Mistegish holds up his gnarled hands for quiet.

“Tonight,” he says in a voice rough and pitted with years: “The Four Peoples make ready to seek their destiny. Do you stand prepared?”

A cheer of affirmation greets him. The voices are not just Wineg: for in a great rarity, smaller shapes can be seen among them. Each of the Four Peoples are represented. There are even delegates from the other seven swamp villages, renouncing old feuds and grudges. The moon is new and the stars vaulting overhead are bright and numberless. Magick hums in the air and Mistegish feels the touch of old gods on him.

He pauses and lets the cry subside. Then he says: “So be it. Bring forward the Princess of the Morning.”

A pair of Wineg women gently lead her forward from the southern edge of the glade. She is small and delicate, clad in a kilt and a shawl and is of that most numerous of the Peoples, the Baratim. Her name is Cailin, and even by the standards of a People known for uncommon grace, she is a beauty. Her olive-toned skin is smooth and unblemished, her hair a lustrous rain of dark tresses around features of fine-sculpted symmetry, her ears large and well-shaped. Her emerald eyes are the most striking of all; they are watchful, penetrating, and though he can see the fear in her, he can also see how she controls it.

To look at her, thinks Mistegish with reluctant admiration, is to see what Oga saw. In her the gods have made their will clear. Power thrums within her tiny, bird-like frame. Power greater even than his own.

The gathering is in deep silence now as he calls out: “And come forward, Prince of the Evening.” And he feels the sigh run through his People—and sees Cailin give out a little gasp despite herself—as the second party to the rite steps forth from behind him.

At the Temple.

“An rana fuan harenin-ha!”

The croaked exclamation shook Cailin from a deep sleep. She woke in her pallet to see the first glimmers of morning at the window of her dormitory room. Too soon, she thought. It feels like I just closed my eyes.

Her companion was perched upon the windowsill. The white-feathered crow preened, fixed her with a gleaming red eye and croaked again, the same phrase: “O soon must come, must come the day!”

“I get it, Bana,” she told him. “I'm up, I'm up.” She fished a sandal from beside the bed and tossed it at him. He promptly vanished in a whirl of light and white feathers with an aggrieved squawk.

She stirred, her thin blanket sloughing away from her nakedness as she reached for the clay pitcher beside the bed. As she poured a swallow of water down her throat, took a rag and began to sponge herself, part of her wondered how much of last night had been a dream. But she winced as she touched the cloth between her firm thighs and could not keep herself from smiling. Oh no, Cailin. It was real enough.

The smile faded as she thought about what that meant, until a certain face flashed across her mind's eye and her resolve grew firm again. Briskly, she finished her ablutions and stepped out into the main chamber of her small apartment, breaking her fast with a heel of mealie bread and a cup of ginger tea. She donned her shawl and sandals, tied on her kilt.

She closed her door just as her friend Yeke was stepping into the hallway across from her. They shared a smile. Somehow, ever since they had rooms of their own, they were always synchronous.

Pale and pretty Yeke's dark eyes sparkled with questions, a playful smile touching her full lips.  Cailin smiled back, wishing she could tell her friend the story.

They said nothing. Long training as hierodules of the Merciful Lady wouldn't allow them to laugh and gossip the way they yearned to. The Adani are watched by all the Gods of Heaven, they would remember Amma Niure saying when they were girls. To Iteni they grant the eyes of a single Merciful Lady. You must never do anything to anger her!

All the girls along the hallway thus were silent. But even after the morning rite was done and they could talk once more, Cailin knew she could tell Yeke nothing. It was a lonely feeling. She contented herself with holding her friend's hand and squeezing it.

Just along the corridor then, they saw Aine, and the grip tightened.

For as long as anyone could remember, there had been no more singular beauty in Serenity's Temple than Aine. The Adani mother who'd discarded her “changeling” daughter on the steps of a Lady's House in Meidan—for thus had all these orphans come here—had to hail from some far-off nation gifted with an eldritch handsomeness.

Aine's hair was the colour of moonlight, her skin white as milk. Her eyes seemed impossibly large and changed colour with her mood; her cheekbones were high and prominent, her mouth a little rosebud that hinted at passion and desire.  Even the freckles dusting her flesh were captivating.

The others had always envied and feared her. Aine had been the queen bee in the hive, suffering no rivals, and it had seemed she could do no wrong. After all, Pereste Duro, who ruled the tiny world of the Temple, had favoured her.

Cailin could remember envying that favour most of all, before she learned what it meant. Since then her feelings about Aine had softened. She had understood the beauty's high-handedness in a fresh light.

Now it was a different thing again: for Aine was clearly ill, and had been for weeks. Her luminous features were drawn and gaunt. Her skin was sheened with sweat and her eyes dark with constant pain. She moved as if she were far older than her years, as if her chest were filled with sharp-edged potsherds. All her former pride was gone.

Everyone knew on whom Pereste Duro's “favour” would fall once she was dead. Even now, Cailin could feel the eyes of some of the girls taking in Aine's wasted form and then straying to her: curious, guilty, pitying.

We all have our reasons, Cailin thought of the night before, of the path she had chosen. There stands mine. She felt a sudden swell of compassion and shared a wordless concord with Yeke. They moved forward, each of them taking one of the frail beauty's arms. She smelled of honeysuckle and weighed next to nothing.

“Darlings...” Aine forgot the rule of morning silence. “Oh, thank you, darlings.” They patted her hands and soothed her on the way to morning service.

Under the Stars.

Her breath catches as Oga steps forward into the torchlight.

In years of knowing him, Cailin has not known until now what he truly is to his people. At the Temple he is simply Oga, Defender of the Sanctuary. A dozen spans tall, imposing and silent, most everyone passes him by as if assuming him a dumb brute. The others who know of her affection for him think her touched, as if she had abruptly decided to befriend a tree stump. 

Here he is Shal Oga, an anointed leader of the Winegit. Much about him suddenly comes clear. He has always kept his head shaved and worn one of those hide loincloths, a mark of distinction. He has always had a dignified bearing, and his great dark eyes have seen things others didn't. The deep rumble of his voice could always enfold her in security.

Cailin has loved him in secret since she was a girl. She has held this truth close; others would not understand it. Peoples do not mix among the Iteni, at least not for love. The ties that bind are for one's own.

Long before she plucked up the courage to tell him, Oga knew. Now he stands before her: his pate wreathed in flowers, his golden skin painted with ceremonial mud and patterns of red pigment. His face is a mask of planes and angles, his eyes those of a man in trance. Here he has dispensed with that old hide loincloth that is such a point of pride for him, for now he is the Prince of the Evening.

His cock rears up from between his thighs, pulsing and rampant. Its foreskin has been cut away. It measures a full span, long and veiny, and Cailin still does not know if she can withstand it.

Her heart hammers as the hollow drums of the Winegit pound around her. She sheds her kilt and shawl, watches Oga's manhood twitch as his eyes drink in the pert mounds of her breasts, the curve of her belly, the downy thatch at her mons.

She has spent her adult life as a hierodule. Rites of love are what she does, but she has never done anything like this. Cailin is wetter than she can ever remember being. The ache of desire in her molten core is almost unbearable.

The old one—Mistegish—throws up his hands. Unlike Oga he has a profusion of hair, great white rope-like locks of it reaching down his back. The Sabelana's voice is rough, but she can hear the power in it.

“We come here to make pact,” he says. “To unite the poles of Peoples, and call forth the blessings of one even we have forgotten.” He pauses—perhaps for drama or perhaps because he is truly in awe about what might come. “Our Peoples had our own gods once. They wait for us still where the eye does not see. Tonight we call Goma, who blesses war. For tomorrow we shed the blood of those who bleed our people... tomorrow we seek our freedom. Where is our freedom!”

Call and response. The voices of the Winegit thunder: “Mag Maula!”

“Where?” Mistegish repeats.

“Mag Maula!”

“Yes!” The Sabelana is in full flight now. “A kingdom of Iteni where the Peoples live in harmony and  justice, in prosperity and freedom. Shalesa, come you forth!”

The Bosses of the Peoples in Serenity number in the dozens, elected by and from a fraternity of those who have answered an Emperor's call to war, or whose fathers have done so. Those allied to Mistegish's vision step forward now to seal the pact. All told they are a score strong and forceful in conviction. Each cites a grievance against Pereste Duro and his Temple almoners who control the grain dole, or against Shal Sesarea and his hatchet-men whose muscle and allies and informants keep the peace.

One Baratim, a hawk-faced bravo called An Dumon, tells the story of a shrimp-wife whose husband's boat fell foul of a treacherous tidal surge. Her family's livelihood gone, she has taken her own life rather than whore herself to pay the extortionate bribe Pereste Duro demands for grain.

A wiry little Nelemeni named Faran-Mwin tells the story of a young man murdered by Sesarea's hatchets for failing to return a factor's nod in the street.

There is even an unnamed Shal of the Urogit, draped in a hooded rain-cape and masked to conceal whatever afflicts him, who tells a tale of the hatchets hunting his People across the tenement roofs for sport.

There are many others. Last come the Winegit, one of each village, who all tersely tell the same story of a people's pride affronted by constant insult, and worse, a people's rightful share of the grain dole growing smaller year by year. Of children stillborn, dying of malnutrition or growing up stunted.

Their tales wash over Cailin as she and Oga stand suspended in their own world. Their bodies sing with readiness. From somewhere overhead she can hear the voice of Bana, her companion, cawing as if to say Get on with it!

Finally the last of the Shalesa has had his say, and the moment is come.

Mistegish raises a hand as the drums accelerate in a crescendo all around them, then with a gesture, stops them: “Let the rite begin!”

Cailin's heart is in her throat. There is no turning back.

At the Temple.

The Temple's Deaconesses walked out into the crisp morning air. The Sanctuary was not far, a brick rondavel with a thatch roof at the heart of Lady's Sacred Complex, which in turn was the heart of Serenity.

All around stretched the tenements and muddy laneways that were home to most of the Iteni. The buildings were haphazard structures up to seven storeys tall. The lattice of improvised bridges at the upper levels were called the “high roads.” One could cross the wards from end to end on them.

The bustle of morning was here already. The dregs of the night workers were filtering in by the South Road: gong farmers and corpse handlers, rat catchers and dog fighters, street sweepers and eventide whores. A great river of Iteni streamed in the opposite direction. Baratim and Nelemeni headed for Meidan's tanneries or dye-works, or simply to beg or entertain in her streets. Clutches of Winegit loomed above the crowd, destined to pull carts, haul ferry-boats or lift great burdens on their backs.

Cailin could hear Amma Niure's voice in her mind. Never forget how lucky you are to have your vocation, and the Merciful Lady's blessing. North of the Sanctuary were the Temple's grain houses, where the almoners would be handing out sacks of meal to those in need. She remembered the story of the shrimp-wife.

She kept her face serene, talked low and reassuringly in Aine's ear as she felt the frail beauty flinch from the noise. They came to the Morning Door of the Temple, beside which Oga stood with arms crossed like a brazen statue, a tree limb propped against the wall behind him. Cailin saw his eyes flicker at the sight of her. Her heart hammered and memory throbbed between her legs. She dared not look at him.

Then they entered the Sanctuary and bowed to the image of the Lady in her sconce inside the doorway. The goddess smiled vacantly down at them with cherubic features and a halo round her wavy hair; she did not have an Iteni's pointed ears or tilted eyes. Even here in Serenity, she was the gaze of the Adani.

As they took leave of her and made for a vacant trio of the prayer mats laid around the inner chamber's rim, Cailin tried not to register shock at what she saw waiting at the gathering's centre.

Pereste Duro was there, of course, seated lotus fashion in his kilt of fine palm silk. His pale elongated features were handsome but weirdly empty of feeling as ever, his dead gaze impassive. Amma Niure was beside him in her kilt of white cotton, still beautiful despite her years, her honeyed skin taut and her bare breasts ample and firm, her curls bound up and the dark eyes in her heart-shaped face ever watchful.

Seated behind them, though, were four men. Not men of the Temple. Three of them were hooded in hempen rain-capes. The fourth, clad in a kilt as rich as Duro's, was a proud and well-muscled Baratim with short hair, boyish features too young for his years, and eyes too old.

It was Shal Osho Sesarea.

The mere sight of him made Cailin feel exposed, her heart hammering afresh as she strove to mask her reaction. She and Yeke seated and arrayed Aine between them. Can it be chance that he's here? Today of all days? It had never happened before.

She felt the ripples of surprise all around her, but of course none of the girls dared speak. What could they say? The gathering settled in and waited.

Presently Duro said: “Most of you will assume your normal duties in the City today.” His eyes scanned the ranks. “Your Amma and I trust you will perform admirably and stay out of trouble. Things are... ticklish among the Adani, so you must all be at your best.”

Amma Niure took up the thread. “In the meantime, our normal morning rite has been replaced.” Her tone was hard. “We hear... whispers that mock the name of our blessed community. Slanders against the rightful order. Today our Temple shows solidarity, in a rite of gratitude to those who keep the peace.”

Cailin heard a nervous flutter of crow wings in the rafters. Do they know?

“One of you,” Duro said, “Will be offered in token of our Temple's respect for order.” Cailin felt herself go cold as his eyes flicked across her. Much depended on a certain rendezvous in the City today.  If he chooses me... But no, he was pointing nearby. “Deaconess Yeke, the honour is yours.”

Sesarea's eyes were hungry as Yeke went pale and exchanged a small, helpless glance with Cailin. Swiftly, her hierodule's training asserted itself: she surmounted her fear, discarded her shawl, and rose to step gracefully into the circle, her kilt pooling round her feet to reveal her firm and slender body.

The Shal's men pulled back their hoods. The resulting utter stillness was a reaction in itself.

One was Baratim, another Nelemeni; but the third was covered in snake scales, with reptilian eyes. He was Sesarea's notorious lieutenant, Dashkor. Far more than that, though, he was something never allowed in Temple before. An Urog.

Under the Stars.

She is one of the greatest beauties of the graceful Baratim in this or perhaps any age. She is naked on her hands and knees before him, a sweet confection of young lust. Oga eyes her deliciously smooth olive-toned flesh, her proud buttocks, the rearward peep of her wet pink slit and crinkled star, the shine of desire—and more than desire—in her emerald eyes looking over her shoulder, imploring him to take her.

Beyond all that: she is his friend. The only Baratim who has ever, from anything other than necessity, seen and treated him as something more than a dumb brute.

He yearns for her. Hungers for her, needs her. And he fears for her. Ah! You are so small, he muses. So delicate, my darling Cailin! I could not bear it if I damaged you.

Oga's member is not so large for a Wineg, but still: he is easily more than twice her size. Some part of him yet feels this rite is madness. But flesh always tells the truth, and that inner voice of doubt holds no discourse with the ache in his bawbles, in the staff of life throbbing almost painfully before him.

The demands of blood and lust pour through him. These are the province of Goma, the old god. They are the conduit to his sanguinary blessings. Mistegish has sworn it so.

The assembly is waiting. Oga casts an eye one last time about his People, for he's quite sure that once he tastes of Cailin's charms he'll be lost to anything else until the deed is done.

The gaze that catches him belongs to an achingly familiar face. Pale and majestic, framed in long and tangled locks of black hair, her heavy breasts a vast and sensuous delight to the eye. She is a great beauty of the Winegit, as singular in her own way as Cailin is among her kind.

Her name is Galira, and by all the rules and customs it should have been the name of his heart. She was once his intended, the healing of a wound between Ozidan and the worthies of Gurau, the payment of a blood debt owed among long-lost fathers. She was also his first and he hers, in sweet stolen moments in the trees, in sighs and spasms of desire that only the will of the gods had prevented from resulting in a child.

Who could have foreseen these times, the necessity of a union across the Peoples and of a rite like this one? It's a thorn in both their hearts. He can see it in her eyes, at once guarded and yet naked, vulnerable and shining with pain.

To witness this will not be easy for her, he thinks. But she would not be here if she did not see the greater purpose... and she need never know that I feel for Cailin in my soul as I could not for her. Oga tries to freight his expression with the mixture of regret and necessity he feels. Conveying such things with mere looks is a complicated task, but there is nothing else to do in this moment.

And then the urgent tug of lust at the root of him tears him away. He looks down and there is Cailin. There is only Cailin, his gorgeous little lustful Baratim doll, in all the world.

I have wanted this moment long-and-long, he realizes, and a deep rumble of lust comes unbidden from within him. It must be now, now, now.

For years he has known that Cailin has communion with a mighty spirit. He has never seen it, but he has felt it often. A bird spirit, ancient, watchful and clever; a guardian of the Threshold. Oga silently prays peace from that spirit now as he steps forward.

He crouches over her tiny form, cants his aching member down until he feels the welcoming heat of her cunt at its tip. He hears her moan, feels her shudder in anticipation, arching and pressing herself back against him. Oh so carefully he pushes the blunt head of his member against the mouth of her dripping portal, feels it begin to distend in acceptance of him, anointing him with her juices.

“Ahhh!” He hears her high cry as the head sinks into her.

The fire of need ignites. He finds himself surging forward, battering into the wet and yielding warmth of her sheath and feeling it clutch repeatedly around his invading staff with almost painful tightness. Oga groans and grits his teeth, savouring the sensation.

The eager grip of her cunt seems to suck him inward, milking him as she grinds her hips in a tight, wanton circle. His hips are responding, his balls churning with desire as he starts to fuck his way in and in and in. “Ugh ugh ughhh...”

A few moments later he realizes his shaft is halfway home inside her and being doused in the ambrosia of her lust. Already she's begun to spend wetly all over him, her emerald eyes burning with hunger for his hard cock. He feels a rumble deep in his chest as he thrusts deeper yet in response, and throws his head back and savours the beautiful sensations of her pussy's sweetly spasmodic pressure around him. He swives harder and harder and listens to Cailin's cries rise up to the stars like birdsong.

At the Temple.

The visions of poor Yeke offering herself up to Shal Sesarea and his men stayed with Cailin long after the act was done. As she had walked out into the sunlight, preparing to make her way to her appointments in the City, she could see it all playing out as if it were still happening.

She would never forget the look on Yeke's face as she'd been forced to swallow her shock at seeing an Urog among the men she was meant to pleasure. No Deaconess of the Temple had ever been compelled to give herself to such a creature before. Her friend had looked on the point of fainting.

Yet bravely, she had soldiered on, subsiding gracefully to her knees as they gathered round her, taking one prick and then another into her mouth. The ample members of the Shal and his other two lieutenants first; then, mustering up her courage, reaching for Dashkor's ridged and scaly manhood.

The congregation had actually gasped to watch the winsome beauty kiss the horrid organ, swirl her tongue around its head, closing her eyes as if imagining herself somewhere far away as she finally embraced it with the warm wetness of her mouth, swallowing and bobbing and gurgling around it.

The bizarre spectacle had gone on as the men splayed Yeke out on a prayer mat and took turns fucking her mouth and her clasping cunt. There was no sign in their faces that it was some singular occasion for them; as they plumbed Yeke's wet holes, their expressions ranged from quietly randy to the slightly constipated look of imminent crisis. They pumped her vigorously and spent one after another in her cunt or on her face or breasts, trying to restrain their cries out of respect to the Temple.

Dashkor's features were utterly unreadable by the time it came his turn to culminate the first round of the “rite.” He'd made only the mildest of rhythmic hissing sounds as he had driven into the nubile's dripping sex and flickered his forked tongue over her nipples as she jolted under his thrusts.  Cailin had felt faint while she watched it. Even nauseous.

The Pereste had done an impossibly cruel thing to Yeke. She would be known from this day forward, even among her sisters at the Temple, as “that whore who fucks Urogit.” Respectable men of any other People would not want to touch her. It was questionable whether she'd even be allowed to work in the Houses in the City once word got round. With a flick of his finger, Duro had cast that beautiful soul into the netherworld of lowest harlotry, and he had to know it.

The worst part of it was that the gesture had not even been truly aimed at Yeke. It had been a careful point made for the other girls; and especially for Cailin. It was the Pereste saying: Fear me. I can do whatever I want with you.

Cailin had felt her hatred for him blaze as she had watched the tryst's second act climax with Shal Sesarea and his horrid snake-creature of a lieutenant mounting Yeke between them – the Shal beneath her and Dashkor behind, with his clawed fingers twined in her soft brown hair – and brutally swiving both her nether holes at once. Her cries of orgasm, or maybe just of pain, as she juddered under their demanding strokes had also been wails of shame and despair. They had mixed with Bana's furious croaking overhead as Cailin's white crow companion had ranted: “An rana fuan harenin-ha!”

She could say nothing, though. The shocked congregants had been dismissed when the rite was done; Yeke had been left to lie on the floor of the Sanctuary, silent and shuddering and numbly naked,  covered in the streaming spend of the men. Few of her nearly two hundred sisters would even look at her and none had moved to comfort her. Not even Cailin, much though the omission agonized her. It would be conspicuous, and she was now more dedicated to her course than ever.

She had left Aine behind, too – Amma Niure had promised a day of prayer in the Sanctuary would improve her health – and saw the first glimmer of real awareness in the faded beauty's eyes as she had prepared to rise and take her leave. Aine had looked at her, summoning a clear-eyed moment through her pain, and given her a sympathetic touch on the cheek. “I am sorry,” she had said, and it had sounded like she meant the sentiment to stand for a great many things.

Cailin's stomach had churned as she left the Sanctuary through the Evening Door, with Duro's dead eyes watching her all the while. She had made her way back to the dormitories to recover her walking stick and sun shade. Along the way the single thought had repeated itself in her mind, like beating wings: I want nothing more than to spit upon the corpse of Pereste Duro before my time is done.

The fury drove back any temptation toward tears. She could only have what she wished by following the chosen path. The prospect buoyed her so that she even managed a smile as she reached the edge of the South Road, saw the stocky figure waiting there to accompany her, and waved.

Under the Stars.

Watching the little Baratim tart spend wet and wanton all over Oga's pumping manhood makes her blood boil.

Galira's ears burn as she remembers how it felt when she was with him. How gentle he'd been; how shy and vulnerable, despite his pedigree as the son of a Shal. She can still feel his rough hands on her, still hear the sweet words they'd poured into each others' ears as he took her. She wakes up nights with her belly in knots of desire, remembering the ecstasy that had torn through her when he'd spent inside her.

Compared to that, what is this? Obscenity. Madness. Folly. The mere fact that she's forced to stand witness to it as part of the delegation from Gurau village fills her with rage. She wants Oga back. Oga who should have been her heart, but had never – it had always been plain to her – loved her as she had loved him. Perhaps the anger is partly at her own inability to let go.

Once she nursed the illusion that she might teach him to feel what she felt. Watching his face as he takes Cailin's tiny cunt has cured her of that. She can see written all over him that somehow, this little toy, this Baratim doll, has more than just his prick. She has his heart.

That cannot be forgiven.

But there is something else. Galira has always been a sensitive – as she knows Oga to have been – and she can feel something else here. She can even see it, shimmering in the air around the delicate little Baratim slut as she thrashes on the end of Oga's cock like a tiny puppet twitching on a palsied hand. Mistegish isn't wrong about the power present here. She can feel the magick pulsing through the glade. It shivers around the lovers inside the circle, a radiance visible only to those with second sight.

Galira can feel, can almost see, a presence tied to horny little Cailin as the harlot's pussy churns wetly around Oga's pounding tool. It's as if something is just outside the edge of her vision, something that tugs the whole gathering toward it with every thrust of the rampaging organ of the Shal of Ozidan.

Whatever kind of wanton this Baratim girl might be, there is power within her. Galira realizes that they might actually succeed in the object of this rite. Goma, an old god she knows well, is always just on the other side of the veil. They might yet bestir him; and that prospect chills her to the marrow.

They don't have the slightest notion of what they're playing with, she thinks. Not even Mistegish; and he should know better.

She wants to look away. She needs to look away. But the sight of her beautiful Oga in the full grip of lust—even if it be with an unworthy little temptress-creature of another People—is too compelling.

Galira can feel her heart pounding. She's not even conscious of reaching a hand up to toy with one of her enormous, sensitive breasts as she listens to that Baratim wench squeal and watches her juices sluice all over Oga's ramrod shaft once again.

She watches as Oga grunts, his paramour's juices bursting around his shaft as his strokes come harder, faster, deeper, the urgency rising. Cailin is writhing underneath him, her mewling high and wordless as those emerald eyes roll back in her head, her pert little breasts jiggling with the force of the Shal's enormous cunny-stuffing cudgel.

The coupling grows more and more savage and primal, the bodies of the “Prince” and “Princess” starting to drip with sweat as their lust rises to a fever pitch, driving for the point of crisis until Cailin convulses with the ecstasy pouring through her and Oga tenses up, sheathes himself to the utmost inside her and begin to pump her full of his boiling mettle. The Baratim girl's spine arches with such perfect grace, her flushed features so pretty as her juicy little sheath milks her lover's shaft for every thick spurt of sperm, her hips wriggling as her own inward spasms draw his orgasm out.

As the lovers shudder and moan together and spend into and around one another, the energy thrumming through them has grown doubly palpable. And Galira knows this is just the beginning of the rite. 

Too painful to watch, now; a tear trickles down the Wineg woman's cheek as she turns away.

That's when she sees a pair of shining eyes on her. The eyes of one of the Moon-folk, Nelemeni eyes. A short man even for a Nelemeni, maybe four and a half spans tall, he wears his hair in a queue. He has a dark face and an ironical, crooked grin. One of Faran-Mwin's party, Galira thinks, returning his look curiously.

He lays a finger alongside his nose and gives her a conspiratorial wink before he turns back to the spectacle of the rite. Galira watches him a moment more, and wonders.

Into the City.

Life had not allowed Cailin many friends outside the Temple. One of them, the best of them, was Buki Veon.

They met on the South Road one day quite by chance. Few people would approach Cailin or strike up a conversation with her; they knew how protective Pereste Duro was of his “daughters.” Buki, who seemed always to be grinning sidewise at the world and daring it to do its worst, had been one of those few who simply didn't care.

It was, he'd explained on that first day, because he was a “person of stature.” The way the Nelemeni had gestured to his diminutive form as he made the boast had made Cailin burst out laughing, which was something he could always seem to do; but it was not entirely a joke.

Buki was a ramanga, one of the very few Iteni who were allowed into the palaces of Meidan's wealthy. He wore breath-takingly rich clothing, tailored to his height: kilts and jackets of real silk, a vermilion sun-shade that indicated privileges of courtly access, a selection of walking-sticks with ivory head-pieces, sandals with silver buckles, and silver boats in his purse. He had been an amazement to Cailin when they first met, so much that she'd been tactless enough to ask what he did for all this lucre.

A ramanga, she'd learned, disposed of the hair and nail-clippings, blood and spit of the households he worked in. The Adani had a powerful fear of witchcraft and of such things being used against them in sympathetic magick. Spit was a particular money-maker: between betel and khat, noblemen generated buckets of the stuff every few hours.

As for disposal methods, Buki stayed mum – indeed, she'd instantly regretted asking, because it was one of the rare times she'd seen him lose his smile. Despite that gaffe, their walk had been pleasant enough that they decided to make it a ritual. She was never gladder of it than now. The ramanga had a gift for free-flowing chatter and gossip, and she sorely needed it.

“Busy night in the city, by the by,” he said as they were coming up to the city walls now, admiring the gleaming white limestone and grinning crookedly at the watchful guards on the battlements. “Those pikes you see up yonder aren't just for show. My cousin's a gong farmer in the Peace District, they say there were brawls down there at twelve bells. Something near to a riot, even.”

“Things are... ticklish among the Adani, hm?” Cailin recalled Pereste Duro's phrase.

“Ticklish!” Buki laughed. “Oh, aye. It's almost as if there's something in the air.” Cailin tried not to react to that comment, but the ramanga was already moving on. “The palaces are packed to the rafters, too. Nobles from the across the realm, and more spit in a single day than I usually see in a week.”

“I don't understand,” Cailin said. Her customers at the House of the Lady weren't much prone to talking about politics. “What is it? What's happening?”

“The Emperor is fighting for his life, is what's happening.” Buki lowered his voice as he said this; they were drawing level with the gate guards. “My goodness, you are a sheltered little thing, aren't you?”

Cailin gave him an exasperated look. “Come on, Buki.”

The little Nelemeni tipped the brim of his shade at the guards as they passed. They benignly ignored him as he went on. “Tell me, then. You ever have much occasion to talk to those who've been to war? I mean among the Peoples.”

“Not about war,” she said. “They come to us for other things.”

“Indeed.” He nodded. “Well, it might surprise you to know that not long ago, all Iteni were forbidden to bear arms. For any purpose, ever. Recruiting the Peoples for the military was something that only began with the reign of the last Emperor. Our current sovereign's mentor.”

“And so?”

“So, the Emperor himself served with Iteni... you know Shal Sesarea campaigned with his armies, in the East?” She shook her head. “Serenity having its own Temple of the Lady, governing itself – it may seem like little enough, but it's more than the Peoples elsewhere have. Even the grain dole is more generous than it was forty years ago.” Buki shrugged. “To the Emperor it's simple. He's just helping out fellow soldiers and their families. But there are those to whom it's... not simple.”

“I see.” A number of things came clear to Cailin suddenly – not least the urgency of her mission, and the risk Mistegish had taken on her last night. “He tries to bring them to heel.”

“Invited his enemies one and all to come here and celebrate a grand jubilee.” Buki gave another crooked grin. “And I'll tell you this for nothing: come dinner time, everyone better have a close eye on his neighbour's knife!”

Under the Stars.

He has never before been inclined toward appreciating the beauty of women; his tastes have always run in other directions. Tonight, though, he has to admit to himself a certain awe. There's something both terrifying and exhilarating in watching lovely Cailin with Shal Oga.

The handsome Wineg chieftain dwarfs her so completely in every way that it's hard not to keep waiting for the moment – no matter how gentle he tries to be – when he'll simply break something in her. Oga's manhood is more than a span long and nearly a third of that wide; to call it a “cudgel” is hardly even a figure of speech. He had found himself  looking on white-knuckled as Cailin took it from behind, and even now it doesn't seem possible that she could have managed the full length.

But now the Baratim beauty has pulled herself free of it, turning around to lavish that throbbing staff with licks and kisses as her lover's creamy offering slops down her thighs, and he can see clearly how her juices drench the entire span from the base to the broad purplish head. It's astonishing. He even finds himself, in a perverse sort of way, feeling rather proud of her.

I don't suppose I should be surprised. On their regular workaday walks into the city, Buki realizes he has gotten himself into the habit of forgetting just what it is Cailin does for a living. But of course a hierodule of the Temple would be capable of delivering astonishing erotic feats.  If anyone can convince the assembled throng that divinely-chosen power and fortitude is on display before them, she can.

He gives little thought to the childish talk of summoning gods and travelling to Mag Maula. He doesn't believe a word of it and he doesn't believe that Mistegish believes it either. Nevertheless there's no mistaking the atmosphere and effects that belief and ritual can generate; the power of mind over matter at work. Cailin darts and slathers her tiny pink tongue all over Oga's pulsing stem, wrapping both her diminutive-looking hands around its girth, wanking it as she licks and kisses her way down to his prodigious sac; and the Winegit all around are beginning to move sinuously together, reaching for one another, just as if the coupling before them really were casting a spell of lust upon them.

Looking back at the Wineg beauty who had caught him watching her – a potentially useful woman from Gurau, a village with a long history of feuding with this one – he sees that even she is caught in the web. Perhaps distracting herself from the spectacle so enraging her as she turns decisively to take a nearby Wineg man by the shaft, working at his hardness as she backs her proud rump up against it.

By damn, the woman's impressive, he thinks. Not tall for a Wineg, merely nine and half spans or so, but with a presence so vivid that she dominates the space around her, she's the opposite of Cailin in many ways: muscular instead of soft, proud instead of gentle.

Buki shakes his head in wonderment and turns back toward the lovers. Oga is moaning now under Cailin's spit-soaked oral onslaught. Reaching down and effortlessly lifting her, he's preparing to plant her back on his prick for a second round.

The “magick” of this rite is supposed to give the participants the energy to go at it until sunrise. Buki knows his nerves won't hold up that long; it's time to take his leave and make his way to the coracle his cray-fisher cousin has brought out to meet him in a nearby creek.

He gives Cailin a last wistful look. So flushed, so lovely, her eyes glazed with fervour, her legs captive in the hands of a lover so large that they look like twigs, spread as wide as they can go to reveal the yawning wetness of a pussy wriggling with lust at the prospect of facing the business end of a Wineg prick... she's as beautiful as he's ever seen her. As he ever will see her. The kind of beauty who can truly be said to be luminous; but then after all, her kind are called the Sun-People.

Buki feels a complicated melancholy. At least she seems happy, he thinks, watching her prettily bite her lip as Oga begins to lower her dripping slit onto the head of his member. Yet it's a happiness being put to terrible purpose. How should he feel about that? Mostly, sorry to see her landed in the middle of this mess. Inwardly he gives her the farewell he won't be able to give her when he sees her next. So long, Cailin, he thinks. It's nothing personal.

Small, unnoticed, the Nelemeni slips back through the crowd. Cailin's high cries of passion as her lover's cock reclaims her sing him into the dark.

The House in Meidan.

On certain days of the week, the Deaconesses of the Temple entertained the Peoples in their own Sanctuary; but this was not the mainstay of their business. Far more time and energy went into the Houses of the Merciful Lady scattered across Meidan, each one a grander affair than the rude complex serving Serenity.

Here they entertained Adani men and women: well-moneyed customers who sought the chance to live fantasies that the wives and concubines and courtesans of the world of Men would not indulge. Here they were used roughly by a score of clients in a day; all to the profit and glory of Pereste Duro.

At her regular post in the Joyous Victory District, Cailin had an apartment with a down mattress, the walls decked in wrappings of silk, with grapes and milk and roasted fowl for her repast. The luxury had always been lost on her in the exhaustion of body and spirit these days wrought.

But the rite had changed her. What was lying with Men compared to lying with a colossus? She found herself floating through the routine until now, lying under the thick-set body of a merchant, her last custom of the day, she found her mind wandering as she moaned absent-minded encouragement to the gamely swiving gentleman. The feel of him inside her, the sharp stink of his sweat, was almost abstract.

Her mind went back to her most regular client here; the one who'd been her first customer of the day, and who was the second reason Mistegish and his people had approached her, almost as important as her role in their summoning rite. The rendezvous upon which so much depended.

He was a handsome and ambitious young officer in the Metropolitan Guard named S'dan Agamo, a veteran who'd captained an Iteni Brigade; who'd developed a respect for the capabilities of Iteni soldiers, and an appetite for the delicate beauty of Baratim women. He had followed the present Emperor home from war and into the Guard and owing to his experience, he had thence become the man to whom Pereste Duro sent his reports, the grandee most directly concerned with the productivity of Serenity's Temple of the Lady.

Agamo had a quick wit and angular features and a penchant for buggery, and he always called Cailin his 'Little Bird.' Abed, his routine was to spread her open and take her hard in the arse after laying a few cuts into her soft flesh with his broad leather belt. Of course she was the logical choice as his regular 'joy' from the Temple, its greatest beauty next to Aine herself. She had used to dread him.

Today, though, it had been as nothing. He had given her half a dozen strokes of his belt and she had barely moaned; laughingly, he'd felt emboldened to give her a further dozen, and she'd wriggled her burning bottom under them almost joyfully, as if flirting with the leather. How could he know that she was imagining the strokes as smacks from her Wineg lover's mighty hand, glorying in them and growing wetter with each one as she envisaged Oga playfully spanking her? It was a fantasy she'd had often enough, after all, and now she could spice it with the real memory of a span's worth of throbbing Wineg manhood stretching her cunny.

Agamo had laughed delightedly, thinking he'd finally found the key to the charms of his reluctant Iteni beauty. He'd mounted up behind her, fucking her quim first and feeling most impressed with himself at how wet and willing he found it, hammering it for as long as he could manage before he'd felt his sap rising and migrated his attentions to her arse. As he'd swived her rearward passage as hard and deep as he was capable, she'd even been able to take pleasure in the act, casting herself back to memories of Oga's mighty girth as she frigged herself and came off under his far less impressive attentions.

The S'dan had felt her nectar spattering his thighs as he gave her arse a few final strokes before he turned her and spent his mettle all over her face as was his wont. It had all pleased him greatly, which was useful. He'd been that much more receptive to what she'd had to say to him afterwards.

“There is urgent word from Serenity, Your Honour,” she'd told him as she was wiping the sticky streams of his sperm from her lovely features. “Begging your pardon, I need to tell you about it.”

“Word from Serenity?” He had frowned in puzzlement. Cailin had rarely ever spoken to him of anything but lust and payment. “How now, Little Bird? Word from whom?”

“From Shalesa loyal to His Imperial Grace,” she had said. “His trust in Pereste Duro has been betrayed. The Temple and its associates have been exacting improper bribes and holding back monies from the tax collectors. And there have been... other abuses.” Her thoughts had flickered to poor Yeke. “The Peoples are in uproar. The Pereste is to be brought down... and they seek your help in the doing.”

“My help.” The S'dan had looked wary. “You're talking of rebellion, do you know that?”

“It's only rebellion without your help,” she replied as she'd been coached. “In truth it's veterans seeking fair treatment, and the opportunity to petition His Imperial Grace after rendering a service. Naturally, credit for exposing Duro would go to Your Honour.”

Agamo had hesitated. “Duro, hmm? Could he really be so foolish?” He had said it almost to himself. “Never trusted the fellow, I'll admit that. But for Sesarea to go along? He never struck me as that kind of greedy in the old days...”

The S'dan did not, it quickly became clear, care so much about questions of guilt or innocence as about risk and opportunity. His expression had hovered between indecision and avarice until Cailin slid to her knees in front of him, breathily praised his bravery and virility, and begun to stroke his fleshy shaft as she worked her wet tongue around his sensitive bawbles, staring up at him all the while with eyes yearning to see a fearless hero standing above her.

By the time she was swallowing his member, coating it generously in spit and pampering it in the wet warmth of her mouth, Agamo's eyes were growing febrile with visions of advancement at court and bonuses from “discovering” an Iteni plot to defraud His Imperial Grace's tax collectors. Spurred along by the further blandishments of Cailin's skilful swirling tongue on his prick, his balls had tightened and his mettle came bursting forth once again... and as she'd licked up and swallowed the creamy offering, she could see the avarice had won. Not long thereafter, she had extracted the promise she had come for, and all was in readiness.

And so now, as the merchant finally finished, fattening her purse on his way out, every fibre of her was singing with urgency. She smiled sweetly and the moment he was out the door she was cleansing with rose water, dressing herself and bustling out from the apartment into the nave of the House Sanctuary, where she genuflected to the Lady as she made her exit.

Bana's white form fluttered around her as she emerged into the streets. Something in the air, Buki Veon had said, and she could feel it.

There was an ugly mood in the throngs; young men jostled each other in hostile factions brandishing flags and cudgels. She didn't know what the flags meant – some were dominated by red, others by blue – but she could see they meant something of mortal importance to those waving them, and she could also see that some of the cudgels had known recent employment. A few of the bravos noticed her, and gave her stares that had her huddling into herself and hurrying her steps. 

There were soldiers on the streets, too. As she drew further from the House, Cailin felt in particular the hard eyes of an armoured woman wearing the banner of the Tigress Brigade: the Emperor's shield-maidens and personal guard, known for suicidal bravery and greater cruelty than the men. For such to be out in the streets was a sign that things were ill indeed, but there was something more than that. The woman's eyes on her felt oddly intent, as though she were being recognized; and the gaze was hungry, alight with the same kind of avarice she'd managed to coax out of Agamo that morning. That shook something inside Cailin, far worse than the hate stares of the Adani bravos.

If you're watching, she prayed to the air as she quickened near to a run. Help us now!

Under the Stars.

The feeling of Oga inside her has been like nothing she ever experienced before; but even so, Cailin isn't prepared for the climax of the rite.

Oga has taken her onto his lap, their faces to the heavens as the rite prescribes, channelling the energy of their combined exertions, emotions and wills into a great cry unto the stars. As Oga holds his small and delicate lover in place and swives into her, she can feel the mass of him stretching her sex so profoundly that the pain and pleasure have transcended the merely carnal. It is a sacred ordeal, and the paroxysms tearing through her are pure power, pouring into the night sky.

She feels as if she's being transmuted in a cauldron of raging passion into a creature of light. And above her, his wings beating, she can see her companion as she has never seen him before.

Bana, her clever little white crow, has grown and transformed. A blinding radiance pours off him, and he beats the air with eight wings instead of two, each as large in span as a standing Wineg man. His eyes are like red stars. She glories in looking up at him, seeing manifest the power she had always felt was there from the first time he'd guided her out of danger as a girl.

Her companion cocks his head sideways at her. As Oga's strokes take her harder and deeper, as she gives out a cry of fresh ecstasy as her body convulses around his pounding prick, it seems as if Bana's one red eye grows in the sky to replace the hiding moon. It is a probing eye, and there is a question in it. She knows what the question is.

Yes, Bana, she thinks, or cries aloud, she's not sure which. Yes, I want this... I want it! Let us see beyond the veil... let that which is beyond see us!

The eyes flickers. Bana's voice seems to shudder the air like thunder. The words are: “Patur iruninas!” You must act with intensity.

Cailin's heart beats as wildly as the wings of a bird in a storm as she discerns the meaning, but she does not hesitate. “Oga!” she cries out, sure now that she's speaking out loud. “It's time, my love! The final... stage!”

Oga checks his strokes, his hot member sheathed inside her shuddering, sweat-drenched form as he gasps, tries to form coherent words. “Are you... sure, my love?”

“Yes... yes! You must do it now, my love... now!”

It feels as if she's at the eye of a hurricane of magickal power. The forms of the worshippers in the glade around them – many of whom, entranced by the rite, are copulating themselves and contributing their own share to the swirling energies – seem distant. There is only her and her beautiful Shal Oga and her companion in the sky above them.

Oga pulls his rampant weapon free from her cunt. He has already spent once more inside her in the course of the rite, and a flood of that thick, hot mettle releases from within her, drenching him as he lifts her and realigns himself. As feels the head of him prodding at her final gateway, she moans out the words that Bana spoke: “Patur... iruninas... patur iruninas... ahhh!”

Panting in delirium, she feels the anticipation as an agony all its own within her. On the other side of this act, she feels the certainty of glimpsing a world of light, of power and joy and freedom; a path to a free life for the Peoples, away from men like Pereste Duro.

One of Oga's thick fingers slides over her throbbing clit and sinks into her cunt as the pressure of his cock at the mouth of her arsehole grows. The yearning in her soul matches the ecstasy in her flesh as Oga frigs her clutching hole, a fresh climax bursts from her button and the muscles of her sphincter finally relax enough to let the mighty shaft of her Wineg lover make its entry.

“Ahhh... hahhh!” The cries tear themselves from her throat as she thrashes in passion, squirting as her tight arse is invaded.

She shudders under her lover's mighty thrusts. To have just one of his digits in her lubricious quim is like being invaded by twice the thickness of a prick from any other People; but as he slides in a second and then a third, frigging her bursting channel as his palms slaps her clit in tandem with the vigorous arse-fucking, she feels stretched in both holes more profoundly than ever, gasping as she begins to squirt again, and again, more copiously than she has ever done in her life.

One wave of ecstasy follows another, and Cailin arches with her mouth open in a cry to the heavens. The great red eye of Bana blinks at her three times, and as her seventh climax strikes, she hears the white crow's voice peal across the vault of the heavens.

“Raghe Goma! An Sighe tilasta!”

The red eye closes then, and something else opens in its place. Cailin beholds it only for a split second before she feels her lover's eruption inside her, a final wave of ecstasy overtakes her and the world goes blank.

Return to the Temple.

She could see smoke rising over distant parts of Meidan as she joined the crowds of Iteni fleeing fast as they could back toward Serenity. The bells of temples throughout the metropolis could be heard pealing one-two-three, one-two-three, the sound of general alarum. Far off there were cries, sounds of clashing steel, the intermittent reports of rockets and fire lances.

The Adani were emptying the streets and sealing themselves into their homes or such other sanctuaries as would have them; but none of these were open to the Iteni. The trudging crowds of the Peoples were silent and terrified. Cailin was sure she was not the only one who felt dreadfully exposed.

As the tenements hove into view, Cailin felt a strange combination of relief and trepidation flood through her. Soon, very soon, there would be blood and fire here too, if there was not already. Everything seemed peaceful enough, but as she left the South Road and struck for the dormitories, she could feel the tension in the air.

Amma Niure was waiting. The priestess blocked her way. For once her hard stare had abandoned her; she look as vulnerable and frightened as anyone. Taking Cailin's arm, she spoke low: “Deaconess Cailin, I am to tell you that Pereste Duro demands your immediate presence in the Sanctuary.”

Cailin heard Bana give a squawk and a flutter of wings above her. She nodded, a mixture of fear and resignation taking hold of her. “I understand, Amma.”

She turned to go but Niure did not release her grip. Looking back, Cailin was amazed to see something in the woman's eyes she had never seen before. Sadness. Regret. Even grief. Niure licked her lips and said haltingly: “You should know that... Aine is dead.”

Those words struck her like a slap. Cailin stopped for a long moment as she and the Amma exchanged a long look of dreadful clarity.

Finally Niure broke the gaze. There was shame in her voice. “I am sorry.” The same words Aine had used. She added: “And for what little it's worth... I didn't know, today.” She gestured vaguely. “What he was... going to... to do to your friend.”

“I understand.” The cold fury that had buoyed her on the way to the City was flooding back. “How fares Yeke?”

“She is resting.” Amma Niure shrugged helplessly. “I can say no more.”

Cailin nodded and looked down at her arm. Niure released her grip and turned to go back into the dorms, saying nothing more. Drawing her shawl round her shoulders, steeling herself, Cailin turned her face toward the Sanctuary and began to walk.

As she reached the Morning Door, she saw that Oga was gone. It could only mean that the thing was already begun. From away to the north she could hear the sounds of shouting voices and screams around the grain stores; the battle for the heart of Serenity was joined. She could feel the air thrumming with the power of a certain presence from beyond the veil. There was a sense of unreality about everything. The stillness outside the Sanctuary itself seemed unnatural.

Bana fluttered into view, alighted on the ground before her and croaked reassurance. Cailin smiled. “Thank you, Bana. You are the best of friends.”

She was floating in a void of calm as she opened the Morning Door and stepped inside.

Out of long habit, she genuflected to the Merciful Lady in her sconce. Walking into the chamber, she found it deserted but for two figures.

One was Aine, laid out full-length on a prayer mat in a robe of white cotton. Beyond suffering now, she was perfect once again, her face serene in repose. Her moon-bright hair had been brushed out lovingly; her arms were crossed over her breasts. You have nothing to be sorry for, Cailin told her silently now as she should have told her that morning. I know how you suffered.

She lifted her eyes to the other. Pereste Duro stood over Aine's corpse, his back ramrod straight, his eyes bright. He seemed his usual detached self, except for the rapid flickering in his gaze. It told the tale of fear. Her heart soared on the fury within as she walked forward, declining to bow or kneel or observe any of the usual niceties. She halted a few spans away and simply watched him, leaving him to make the first move.

At first he watched her in turn, trying to wait her out. But his eyes flickered and flickered until he finally said: “I don't hear any Imperial troops outside.”

She raised a quizzical eyebrow. Said nothing.

Duro's lips twitched. “I know. Do you not understand?” He began to pace, clasping his hands behind his back. “I know that you are part of this... disorder. This folly.” He broke into a sudden snarl. “Rise against me and petition the Emperor to send them off to Mag fucking Maula? A place out of stories and fables? It's the scheme of a monstrous child, which is all those dumb brute Winegit will ever be. You have to know that. You were always bright.” He smoothed his expression, aimed for a simulation of fatherly pride as he looked at her and added: “You were always one of my brightest daughters. You must know the regard I have had for you.”

“All too well,” she said shortly. “Especially once you tired of poor Aine.”

“'Poor Aine,'” he sneered. “She was prideful. A vain, shallow bint. A bully. Why should you of all people pity her? It's known you felt the whip of her scorn more than anyone.”

“And it hurt, too,” she admitted freely. “Until I knew what lay behind it. What you were doing to her.”

Duro's eyes widened in outrage. “Pah! Doing to her? What was I doing to her? I only exercised a father's rights, what would you know of it?”

“Enough to know that I will take my own life rather than submit to you.”

That drew him up short. The bastard looks genuinely shocked, she thought with cold amusement. Perhaps this is the first time in his life anyone has spoken to him thus. At least, any of his “daughters.” For a moment he was speechless, growing pale with rage, his mouth drawing into a snarl.

He spun away, clearly fighting to calm himself. Presently he said: “I had hoped you would take a lesson from this morning. If you declined to let the conspirators use you to their purpose, you might yet be spared.” And he turned back, his face superficially a mask of calm once more, but his eyes flickering, flickering. “Your... friends are doomed, you must know that. Shal Sesarea awaits them at the granaries with all his allies among the Peoples. Osho Sesarea, bosom comrade of the Emperor himself, the greatest hero of war the Iteni ever produced! They cannot prevail against him. They cannot save you. Only I can do that, if you have... have been wise...”

He trailed off and looked up as new sounds echoed outside the sanctuary. Sounds from nearby on the South Road. Rhythmic tramping feet and horns: the sounds of Adani soldiers. Duro's eyes were wide as he looked back at her.

“That would be S'dan Agamo and his men,” she confirmed quietly. “It seems someone alerted him to your corruption. Perhaps I was not wise.”

For a brief moment, shock rendered Pereste Duro's face into that of a frightened little boy. Perhaps the face he had been hiding behind that dread corpse-like facade for all the years she'd known him. For that instant she could almost pity even him. Then his expression closed into hatred and his snarl returned.

“Sometimes,” he said. “A father must chastise his daughters, no matter how much he loves them. You have been spared too much already, I see that now.”

“Chastise me, then,” she told him scornfully. Any fear she'd ever known of him was gone, boiled away by the fury. “Watch what happens.”

Duro gritted his teeth and spun away from her, his hands clenching into fists. Then his control failed him. He let out an inarticulate cry, spun back and leapt straight across Aine's body, lunging at her.

Cailin didn't twitch a muscle. Simply closed her eyes and called to an old friend.

Suddenly the Sanctuary was full of the beating of mighty wings. A great cawing cry shivered the air, and Duro screamed.

Through the Veil.

Mistegish cannot see the spirit tethered to Cailin's tiny, mighty form as she quivers and squirts from the ecstasy of Oga's thrusts. But as clear as a bell, he hears its cry shake the heavens.

“Raghe Goma! An Sighe tilasta!”

The ancient words make his heart soar. The old Wineg falls to his knees enraptured, throws out his arms and echoes: “Lord Goma! The People beseech you!”

Looking up, he finds the heavens transformed. The numberless stars are suddenly alien, all the familiar constellations gone. And he can feel a shadowy presence athwart that firmament, a translucent cloud that hungers, and reaches out to his People with its own yearning.

Tears streak down the aged Sabelana's face. He sobs like a babe, shuddering as he struggles to believe it. He blinks his eyes hard, opens them again. It is real.

“We triumph!” Mistegish thunders the announcement to his oblivious, writhing, lust-wracked congregants as he staggers back to his feet. He is transported, wild with the accumulated decades of pain and humiliation and fury; wild with the prospect of hope at long last. “We triumph!” he roars again. “Lord Goma blesses us! There will be blood... and fire... and freedom!”


At the Revolt.

She looked down at him.

There was no mark on his face but for the swelling of his eyes, the blood dripping from their corners. Perhaps drawing on the war god's power, Bana had struck beyond the bone into a space just inside his skull. He gasped, his limbs twitched and shuddered. He released his bowels with a great noise and a mephitic stench, and was still.

Slowly and carefully, Cailin spat upon the corpse of Pereste Duro. She genuflected to the Merciful Lady in her sconce and nodded a silent thanks to Bana, who had been and gone. Gathering her shawl around her, she left through the Evening Door.

She stepped out to see a group of hatchet-men, clad in kilts and spattered with blood and with their signature weapons grasped in trembling hands, sprinting toward the Sanctuary. The figure in the lead, soaked with sweat and gore, was unmistakable as Shal Sesarea. Directly behind him was the snake-creature Urog, Dashkor.

Cailin thrilled with hate as she sighted them. Her jaw clenched as she mused on what Bana might be able to do to two more worthy souls.

Shal Sesarea was barking orders: “Keep those fucking traitors off our backs! Dashkor, I need a perimeter! I have to recover the Pereste, we have to regroup!” He spotted Cailin and yelled at her: “Wench! Tell the Pereste to get the fuck out here, now!”

She gave him a terrible smile in return. He skidded to a halt, gaping at her in puzzlement... just long enough for the dagger to sink itself to the hilt in the middle of his back.

Both she and the Shal stood transfixed for a moment. Then, twitching with agony, he managed to turn himself around to see the person who'd struck him.

His lieutenant Dashkor gave him a pitiless look of reptilian indifference. “I'm afraid I can't help you regroup, Osho,” he said. “You see, I'm not your pet lizard anymore.”

Cailin's mind worked frantically as she watched the Shal gurgle his last and drop like a stone. Dashkor's voice suddenly sounded familiar. As the snake-man Urog looked down at his erstwhile comrade and then up at her, she realized where she knew it from.

That masked Urog Shal who pledged pact at the rite, she thought, stunned. The one who told of Sesarea hunting his people for sport.

Her eyes met Dashkor's. There was something complicated in the depths of his split-pupiled gaze. It was not quite an apology, and she had no idea how to feel about it.

The remaining hatchet-men were scattering, or falling to sudden volleys of crossbow bolts. Cailin's knuckles went white as a stray bolt landed near her right foot. Then she saw an enormous form sprinting in from the north, and her heart burst with gladness.

Oga reached her and knelt down to cradle her head in one massive hand. Tears stung her eyes as she kissed his palm, registered the multitude of small wounds on his arms and legs, the blood and brains caking the tree limb in his other hand. None of it mattered.

“My love,” she said simply. Happily.

“Are you alright, love?” When she nodded, he looked over his shoulder at Dashkor. “Shal Dashkor, can we call it secured?”

“It's not quite that simple, Shal Oga.” Dashkor was kicking over Sesarea's twitching corpse and pulling his dagger free. “Your Winegit should be here by now. Faran-Mwin's people say there's fighting in the swamps. At least one of your Shalesa has broken pact.”

Oga and Cailin exchanged a grim, knowing look. Oga simply said: “Then it will go ill with them. I'll deal with it. In the meantime, let's make sure our friends from the Emperor have it all in hand...”

As he stood and turned, S'dan Agamo – clad in full armour and helm and with a blood-slicked sword in his hand – was already visible coming in from the north. A troop of two-score Guardsmen followed behind him, all of them wielding gore-soaked pikes and sporting the exhilarated grins of victory. As Agamo pulled off his helm and gave them all a broad smile, Cailin felt a knot unravel inside her. Somehow, seeing that most mundane of Men arrayed in triumph and sweating in his skullcap made the possibility of victory seem real. Perhaps somehow, against all odds, the mad gamble had worked.

The hard face of a woman in armour played across Cailin's mind, like a splinter under the surface of the moment.

Nodding to Oga – and rather reluctantly, to Dashkor – Agamo took special care to favour Cailin with a bright smile, which she wanly attempted to return. “How now, Little Bird?” he said with a wink, then sobered up on meeting eyes again with Oga. “Ah. Yes, I think we can say we have the day, Shal Oga. Clearly Sesarea's ruffians weren't counting on our turning up.”

“And what news of that mess in the city, Your Honour?” There was still tension in Oga's voice. Cailin thought: He's itching to get to his people in the swamp.

Agamo shrugged. “Some over-eager dinner guests. If it were going to amount to anything serious we'd have heard the temples ring thirteen bells by this time.” He was running an oil-cloth rag over the blade of his sword, tucking it away. “Now, Shal Oga, I think you'd best attend to your...”

Even as he was speaking, though, a new sound came from the South Road. A deep rumbling sound, growing swiftly louder.

Dashkor spun, sighted what was coming in and hissed: “Riders! Cover!”

The reptilian Urog was already blurring into motion as Cailin turned and saw a tiger on the banners of the incoming cavalry. Then she heard a strange sound.

After the Rite.

Oga and Cailin lie together quietly as the ceremony disperses. The Baratim beauty shelters in the crook of one of the Wineg Shal's massive arms, the lovers silently contemplating the ecstasies that have poured through them, and what they've witnessed.

Looking old, exhausted and joyful, Mistegish leans heavily on the tree-limb he uses as a walking stick as he approaches them. He smiles, the seams in his face a map of satisfaction. “You've done well. Both of you.”

“Have they?”

The weary trio turn to see a nude Wineg beauty, her coating of ceremonial mud and pigment streaked with the sweat of recent exertions. Her lovely face looks hard, and unimpressed.

Mistegish's smile fades into a look of annoyance. “You should be on your way back to your village, Galira.”

Galira looks at him levelly for a moment, her jaw working. Finally, she says: “With respect, Sabelana, do you truly think you've secured a victory here? Or a blessing?”

Mistegish's expression is stony. It's Oga who replies: “The gods don't fight for us, Galira. Victory's a question of all doing their part. Will Gurau?”

“I've no doubt.” Galira's tone is resigned. “Our Shal's never seen a folly he could resist.”

“Then there's nothing more to say.”

“Isn't there?” The Wineg woman makes a gesture of exasperation. “You know, there are some of us who know the old gods.”

“There are those in any generation,” cuts in Mistegish with heavy dignity, “Who think they know the truth. Perhaps you're one.” The ancient shrugs his shoulders. “All I can tell you is that it seems a heavy burden, trying always to show the world you know everything. For myself, I've never seen the profit in it.”

This leaves Galira briefly speechless. Giving the lovers a wry glance that says don't mind her, the old Sabelana draws his bird-feather cloak about him and turns to take his leave. Soon he's gone, the sound of toneless whistling marking out his path.

For a moment more, the Wineg beauty lingers. She finally permits herself a glance at Cailin, who looks back at her without flinching; but when she speaks again, it's to Oga.

“I suppose I should thank you, mighty Shal of Ozidan,” she says. “On occasion of this rite I had the pleasure of lying with a real man for the first time in years. He would've torn your little Baratim toy in half.”

With that, she turns and walks away. Cailin and Oga watch her leave... and as her form fades from view, they find themselves looking back at each other and dissolving into helpless laughter. After a moment, though, they can both hear a touch of hysteria in it. Oga's merriment fades; and Cailin sees pain in his eyes.

“You loved each other once,” she ventures, tracing a little pattern on his chest with her forefinger.

“She loved me, I think,” he says. “I... tried to love her.” He looks at Cailin with a sad smile. “I had not meant for her to know that I love you. I should have known there would be no hiding it.”

She nestles against him once more. Looks up at the numberless stars. “Do you think it's really out there? Mag Maula?”

“Mag Maula is...” He pauses to consider his words: “It is just a way of saying hope. The hope we all carry for a better home for the Peoples. It is always waiting to be built, if we can find the way.”

“Mmm,” she says. “I like that.” She stretches: “Merciful Lady, I'm tired.”

“You should get some rest. I hear we've a big day tomorrow.”

“Soon, my love.” She leans over and kisses the Wineg's nipple, drawing a quizzical expression. “First things first, though. I think your little Baratim toy has earned some time with the mighty Shal of Ozidan all to herself, don't you? No gods, no rites, no Peoples... just us.”

Oga looks surprised. “Are you sure?”

“If the Shal is up to it, of course.” She gives him a wink. She's already slipping from the crook of his arm and sliding her way down his massive torso.

The Wineg lets out a laugh, feeling his root begin to stiffen in response to that playful look in her emerald eyes... not to mention the saucy way she's spreading her thighs and grinding the heat of her soft pussy along his organ. His breath quickens as he looks down at her, and his voice comes out rough with desire.

“Woman, you are a marvel.”

As the Smoke Clears.

Cailin's ears were ringing. She felt strangely numb. She was lying on the ground, near the Sanctuary... trying to remember why.

She heard the croaking of a crow. Looked on her right to see Bana lying nearby. His clever red eyes were dull. He was bleeding from a wound in his left flank.

Seeing it, Cailin looked down at her own body. She saw the crossbow quarrel embedded in her left side, just under her ribs.

Oh.

There was no pain. It was strange. Only the spreading numbness.

Her mind flashed a word. Poison. But there wasn't much she could do about it.

There were bells ringing in the distance: One... two... three... four...

She looked to her left. A vast body was sprawled there. It was Oga.

... five... six... seven... eight...

He wasn't moving. Cailin wanted to call out to him, but her voice wouldn't come.

A wail rose inside her.

... nine... ten .. eleven... twelve ...

There were voices nearby. The voices of women. Of two women.

... thirteen.

Cailin looked around, beyond where Bana was lying, and saw them. One was an Adani woman in armour. Cailin recognized her from Meidan. It was the woman who had watched her with such intensity as she had fled the House in the Joyous Victory District.

The other was Galira. The Wineg beauty was nude, her muscular body splashed with gore. Something was dangling from her right hand. Hanging by long ropes of white hair.

It was a head. It was the head of Mistegish.

Horses whickered and stamped near at hand. The two women chatted as if they were wives at the market. Cailin heard certain phrases with pellucid clarity, though they seemed severed from any real meaning. “The Emperor is dead; long live the Emperor.” And: “Every once in awhile a body needs bleeding to stay healthy. You did the right thing.” And: “Buki did well to bring you aboard. Could be we'll make him a Shal out of this.”

Bana croaked, weak but indignant. Cailin tried to summon her voice again and croaked in her turn.

The women looked around. Galira carefully set down her burden and walked over.

There was, surprisingly, not much of triumph in the woman's eyes. Her expression was melancholy. Finally she said: “You can see Mistegish over yonder. Oga is... is dead, too.”

Cailin heard a small noise of pain come from her throat. Her vision blurred with tears.

Galira was shaking her head. “I tried to warn the fools. They wouldn't listen. Goma doesn't bless people. He only feeds on blood, and he does not care whose.”

The words washed over her. Again, they seemed severed from meaning. Cailin looked back over at Oga's body and willed it to move.

She felt a spark of fury in her breast and looked back at Galira. The Wineg woman lingered a moment more and then said: “You're a tough one, I'll give you that. I am sorry I called you a 'toy.'” She sighed, worked at a crick in her neck and said: “See you on other side, Cailin of the Temple.”

With that she was stalking away. The Adani woman in armour called out a farewell to her and came over in her turn. Close up, the woman had tight-curled hair greased and bound back beneath her skull-cap, little wiry strands escaping here and there. Her skin was a weather-beaten nut brown and she had the beak nose and hard eyes of a bird of prey. There were dents and splashes of blood on her coat of plate.

“I'm S'dana Lal of the Tigress Brigade,” she said. “You're Agamo's 'Little Bird,' yes?”

Cailin returned her gaze defiantly and said nothing.

Lal shrugged indifferently. She said: “I've a message for you, from a mutual friend. He asked me to tell you if I should meet you still alive, that he was sorry. I told him it wasn't likely, but here you are.” The woman was looking at the crossbow bolt in Cailin's side as she spoke. “You know him fairly well, I think. The ramanga they call Buki, yes?”

Bana stirred on the ground nearby, croaking in rage. The Deaconess felt her vision dim as the spark of fury grew hotter, the tears blurring her vision now those of betrayal, her hands clutching painfully at her sides.

Lal marked this with a bleak smile and said: “Ah, don't judge him too harshly, lass. Poor little bastard was tired of dining on nail parings and drinking from spittoons, no doubt, and who can blame him? Besides, he had his finger to the wind. He knew who was coming out of this with a throne and who wasn't.”

Something in the woman's offhand manner fanned the fury higher yet. But it was hard to sustain it. The numbness was making it hard to swallow, and everything inside was hollow desolation.

Oga is gone. The wail caged inside Cailin grew keener as the awful reality of it began to spread like the poison. Suddenly she was very tired. Oga is gone.

“Anyway, you have your message.” Lal looked down at the crossbow bolt again. Nodded at it: “That's probably mortal. The poison's a bad way to go. I can call you a physick anyway, your chances aren't good... or I can offer you mercy right now.” She tapped her hand against a dagger sheathed at her waist, raised an eyebrow. “You wish it?”

Oga is gone. The last of her fury ebbed away. Cailin looked at the dagger. Swallowed. Nodded resolutely.

“Right, then.” Lal pulled the blade free and knelt over her. “Prepare yourself as best you can.” The woman began to murmur a quick prayer to the Merciful Lady.

Cailin gave Bana a last look, took a breath and closed her eyes.

The last thing she heard was her companion croaking the words: “An rana... fuan... harenin-ha...”

And then she was free.


"Two Daggers" by Jaap Boekestein

The five hundred men of The Driven marched up to the Purple Temple. Only one man, commander Darhin Zachhen, climbed the broad marble stairs.

The wind played with his dark blue cloak and the plume of his helmet. His men joked among themselves, softly so the officers would not hear and strip the skin from their backs. A score of hidden women watched the commander approach the always open gate. The bronze door on the left depicted a huge naked female, all her attributes exaggerated. The one of the right showed a man, his manhood as massive as a battering ram. There was a heretical prophecy that if the two doors would ever close, the end of the Endless Empire was nigh.

Darhin Zachhen of The Driven, whispered a hundred female voices, tasting his name, trying to unravel his past, his present, his future. Handsome. The Empress had picked a handsome man; that wasn't necessary, but it helped. And it was a thoughtful gesture. Broad shoulders, strong face, short rust red curls, a skin light brown like the seltani nuts they sold at the Three Sun Market. Light amber eyes.

He would do. Yes, he would do.

But who would he do?

Ah, the age old question.

Man and woman, the balance of forces, that was what it took to generate the magic of the Purple Temple.

Sex magic?

Ah, only the uninitiated called it that. There was so much more to it.

In the courtyard Darhin Zachhen halted. Thirteen women were waiting for him.

Three of them, the high priestesses, were seated. Old women, wise, strong, powerful. The ten others were acolytes, all wearing the purple cloak of the temple, all ready to travel.

Only one would.

The commander and the three high priestesses went through the required rituals.

In a far flung corner of the Empire, many gates away, the citizens were plagued by a monster the local garrison – part of the Army of the Hammer - wasn't able to defeat. The Army of the Hammer sent what it could spare, but it was not enough. With great lose of face, they'd had to admit defeat and ask the Imperial Court for help.

Neither the commander or the three high priestesses acknowledged the swift but ferocious political machinations that followed. So many factions at Court were competing for the opportunity to gain honor and the attention of the Empress.

The Driven and the Purple Temple allied themselves and won the bid. Warriors and witches, they would succeed.

Ah, the Court Game! How wonderful, how delicate, how elegant, how brutal and passionate! Dancing, dancing, dancing to court the Empress. Endless sweet dance!

No, commander Darhin Zachhen and the three old women did not mention any of that. Instead he asked: “Who will accompany me?”

He was nervous. The witches of the Purple Temple had a reputation.

He hid it well, but he still was nervous.

The women knew. They were experts in reading others. It was part of their craft.

They had read him when he climbed the stairs and walked into the courtyard. They had read the way he walked, the way he breathed, the way he took in his surroundings – always watching, always calculating threats and opportunities. They knew his passions – deep ones, carefully under control. They knew his insecurities – a few, almost none. They knew his desires – ah, he was that kind of man.

“Yelinha,” said the three high priestesses with one voice.

Yelinha stepped forward, the nine others stepped back.

She was surprised, she had not expected... She looked at Darhin Zachhen. The high priestesses knew what they were doing. She would succeed. She would!

The commander of The Driven looked at the witch who had been selected for him. Long auburn hair, a quiet, dreamy face. A white complexion with a hint of metallic green, big blue eyes. She was young: three or for years younger than himself.

Would she do? She didn't look a bit like the witty, world wise women he usually had for company.

Darhin Zachhen had no real idea if she would do, but he knew duty. He would succeed in his mission, and sleeping with this witch was part of his mission.

Yes, she would do. He had no choice.

* * *

The expedition had to go through nine gates, which took them three days. First, of course, one of the sixty four gates of the Grand Circle: a collection of ancient, gigantic metal half eggs each offering an opening to another world. Every gate was controlled by a different army so none could gain too much power. Huge defenses filled most of the gate, still leaving a wide highway with a never ending stream of people, animals and goods traveling to and from the heart of the Endless Empire.

Papers had to be shown, inspections had to be made. Out of professional courtesy the different armies didn't extract bribes from each other, but even so, going through a gate with five hundred men - and one woman - did take time.

After the Grand Circle, smaller circles followed, each with sixteen gates or less. The expedition marched on, under night and day skies, summer and winter seasons, worlds with heavy gravity and light. So many smells, so many different sights. Of course, this was nothing for the experienced traveler, like Darhin Zachhen, who had served in many parts of the Endless Empire. But for the novice, such experiences could be quite overwhelming.

“Is this your first time outside the capital, milady?” he asked Yelinha when they were marching towards the third gate of their journey.

The witch nodded. She was riding a horse the temple had provided. She rode it well. “I am, sir Zachhen. How many gates have you been through?”

“Over a hundred. I have been to the borders of the Empire, I have seen strange worlds and peoples.”

“And fought some.”

“Yes, I did,” he replied but did not elaborate. Instead Darhin Zachhen pointed at the next gate only a few miles away. “Zeetlake. We will stay in the barracks of the Crow Legion. Next Imperial day we will march on.”

“You want me in your quarters, or do you prefer to sleep without me?” Yelinha asked.

Darhin Zachhen looked at the witch. He had known such a question would be coming, he had been briefed about the ways of these witches. Still, he found the whole thing a bit unsettling. Sex and magic. Magic was powerful, strange, dangerous. It did not help at all that he would help to create that magic. Not at all.

“You want me to sleep with you, milady?”

She smiled. “Of course. I will not summon any magic tonight, but it helps when that time comes, we know each other a little.”

“Yes... Yes, of course. You are welcome in my bed - that is, if you are not sore from riding a horse.”

Yelinha smiled again. “Thank you for your consideration. I suspect I will manage.” I have rode rougher beasts far longer.

The officer quarters in Zeetlake were luxurious. The room was furnished with soft carpets and had a view on an inner courtyard with a carp pond. A huge bed stood against one wall; clearly the officers of the Crow Legion did not sleep alone. Black Chickens, they were mockingly called by other Imperial armies, and in his mind Darhin Zachhen jokingly compared his room to a hen house. Or a brothel? Darhin Zachhen pushed that thought away. What if this Yelinha was a mind reader?

Dinner with his officers, including the witch from the Purple Temple, who was an officer in some way. Inspection of the troops. A last briefing of his staff. To bed.

“Is there anything I should or shouldn't do?” the young officer asked.

“Just relax,” Yelinha answered. “Do you have a wife or a mistress?”

“Not right now,” he replied. He looked at the naked witch. Strange patterns, swirling circles and clusters of stars, were tattooed on her body. Curiously he followed the lines with the tips of his fingers. “What do they mean?”

“They are paths to pleasure,” Yelinha explained, breathing out slowly. He had strong fingers, used to handling weapons, but he was gentle. “My pleasure, that is. It is a lover's guide to my body.”

Darhin Zachhen could not suppress a smile. “That comes in handy! If all ladies had such a guide, it would put an end to a lot of disappointments, I suspect.”

Yelinha did not reply. Strong but considerate. She had read him well.

“Do you mind if...?” he asked. He could not take his eyes of the complex patterns, trying to follow every curve, looking where the lines went.

“Go ahead! Please, do.”

He lifted her long hair, and started kissing her in her neck, right along the black line on her light skin.

Yes, strong but considerate.

While he conquered her body with mouth and lips and teeth, she started to draw the paths of pleasure on his body. Fingers, nails, movements, sounds, even smells. The Purple Temple had taught her well. She knew how to create pleasure, but also to control it, postpone it, fanning the fires higher and higher.

It was a good first night.

Yes, he will do. Very nice.

* * *

Every world had the Imperial calendar next to their own local rhythm of days and seasons. They left Zeetlake in the morning of the next Imperial day, which was late in the evening of the world they left behind, and in the middle of a very long day in the next world.

On and on they marched, to the next gate, and the next.

The second Imperial night they slept together in a tent on the fields outside the Qayheren Gate, which was controlled by the Red Helmets, in ancient times an enemy and since then a long time competitor of The Driven. The field bed offered little comfort and when they fucked it was short but still very satisfactory.

Yelinha held back. Time after time her teachers had lectured her about the dangers of giving pleasure – real, raw, undiluted pleasure – to the uninitiated. Without much effort she could make this man her eternal love slave. But that would... complicate things, and more important, it would destroy the balance. He was the leader of the expedition, the head male, the strongest. Her magic required such a man. An subjugated addict would not do at all.

So Yelinha held back.

* * *

The third Imperial day of their march, they were nearing Berhain, the last of the gates they needed to pass. Berhain was controlled by the Bearers of the Void, one of the Empire's smaller and more obscure armies. They had only been incorporated into the Imperial fighting forces a mere three centuries ago.

“The gate leads to Khurhangel, a one gate world,” Darhin Zachhen said. He meant it was a dead end world, strategically unimportant. “A division of the Army of the Hammer is stationed there, but these are the worst troops they have: the sick, the wounded, the incompetent and the troublesome. With their prolonged war against the Yarul Empire on the world of Ocre-Dahn, the Hammers are stretched thin and they just don't have the resources. But the Empire does not need to keep a strong present on Khurhangel. There are a few dozen nations on that world outside the lands of the Empire. All of them pay tribute. None of them are a threat.”

Yelinha nodded. This was the same information the Purple Temple had. Most probably The Driven had used the services of the Gray Whisperers or the Order of Saint Cranus. The Purple Temple had bought information from both spy groups.

By admitting she knew the situation as well as him, she cemented another brick of trust between them. I tell you I know all this, and by that I show you the Purple Temple takes this as seriously as The Driven do.

“You know anything of the nature of the beast that defeated the Army of the Hammer?” he asked her.

“No. Only that it killed scores of citizens and soldiers. The Bearers of the Void stopped anyone from leaving Khurhangel since the first incidents. I guess to stop a potential danger spreading beyond the gate?”

“Standard procedure. But we know as much as you do. I hope to learn more from the intelligence officers of the Bearers, and the Hammers themselves. I need to know what I am up against if I want to defeat it.”

“If we want to defeat it,” Yelinha reminded him.

* * *

The ancient gates were all the same in design, but inside each one was different. Fortifications in and around the gates had been built, destroyed and rebuilt countless times by numerous civilizations, The Endless Empire being only the latest one in a long, long line. Every gate was a permanent portal between two worlds, which meant through every gate winds howled and rain or snow whipped the towers and bulwarks, and the unfortunate guards.

That night, with his troops safely in the barracks of the Bearers of the Void, Darhin Zachhen, with his officers, met the staff of the Bearers and the Hammers in the war room of the Berhain gate.

The Bearers were short, broad men and women, originating from a dark, cold, high gravity world. Thick fur covered their skin and their warriors were able to generate for short periods of time magical shields which offered protection against weapons and projectiles. Yelinha watched them with interest, she had never met this kind of human before.

The Hammers were far less exotic, they had been a part of the Endless Empire for over five thousand years. Like so many of the old armies, their heritage had become obscured and their blood was a mix of the several Imperial humanoid-species. Their general was a thin, hawk-like woman, their head of intelligence a fat man with lead gray skin and an extremely flat nose.

“The first incidents took place in a mining village,” the gray intelligence man explained. “The entity killed every inhabitant of the village, about a hundred people. Although there are no survivors, we think the thing is something that came from the mines. The hills are known for underground ruins from forgotten empires. Possibly the miners woke an ancient beast or ghost. Since then the entity has killed thousands, including hundreds of our soldiers.”

“Is there a description of this entity? What do you know of its habits, its strengths and its weaknesses?” Darhin Zachhen asked.

The Hammer officer shrugged. “Very little, I am afraid. The few survivors have only seen the entity from afar. It is big as a house, moves quickly, but does not seem to have a clear form. 'A cloud of shadows,' one of the survivors called it. The entity engulfs people and they die. So far we have not been able to hurt it with steel or fire.”

“And its whereabouts?”

Again the officer shrugged. “We don't know. Citizens have been ordered to withdraw to the strongholds. Patrols have not been able to find it, but such is not an easy thing. It is winter on our side of the gate, which means snow banks and blizzards.”

* * *

“Are the Hammers really that incompetent, or are they trying to sabotage our mission?” Yelinha asked, back in Darhin Zachhen's private quarters. They weren't as luxurious as the room back in Zeetlake, but much better than the tent. Surprisingly this room had a huge bath, carved from a single piece of petrified wood. Bronze faucets provided hot and cold water.

She and the commander of The Driven were sitting in the bath. With her long, experienced fingers she was massaging his rock hard muscles.

How would it be if he ever lost control? Very interesting, I guess.

Darhin Zachhen snorted. “Probably both, although they can't openly work against us. Don't forget, these are the least competent of the Hammers. I truly believe they know this little about the danger they have been dealing with the last few months. Instead of trying to find a solution, they hide in their strongholds and hopes the monster passes them by.”

He sighed when her fingers put pressure on a certain point, just under his shoulders. “Ahhhh, yes. You are a witch, milady.”

“I will take that as a compliment.”

“As was intended.” Darhin Zachhen sighed again. “But because of their incompetence I have to start at the very beginning. I have to send out patrols, locate the monster, learn about it. It can be done, but it will take lots of time.”

“Or...” Yelinha said.

“Or what?” he demanded to know.

“Or I use my magic. I can locate the thing in one night, and spy on it. You can spy on it, with your own eyes. I can take your incorporeal form with me when I use magic.”

“You can?” The powers of the witches of the Purple Temple were shrouded in mysteries and what they actually could accomplish was mostly unknown.

“I can, but I will need you to help me create this magic,” Yelinha replied. She looked him in the eyes.

He hesitated. He was afraid of magic. He did not like things he could not control. He did not like to be controlled.

“Will you do it?”

“Yes,” Darhin Zachhen replied.

* * *

“Drink this,” Yelinha said, offering  Darhin Zachhen a goblet of clear liquid, “In one go.”

They were sitting naked on the bed, she with her hair up high, so all her tattoos were visible, he more nervous than his very first time with a woman.

“What is it?” Darhin Zachhen wanted to know.

“It will greatly increase your stamina,” she said, and smiled encouraging. “Darhin, don't feel offended. You are a very capable lover, but for the magic we need extraordinary qualities. You won't feel a thing, except you will be able to go for hours.”

Hours? She must be joking!

“Trust me,” Yelinha said, now grinning, “You will!”

He took the goblet and drank it all. While he handed back the cup, he could not help looking at his manhood. Is it working?

Her finger under his chin forced him to look up again. Big blue eyes looked into his.

Yelinha kissed him.

And so the enchantment begun.

There were many kinds of magic, many ways to manipulate the universe, but in the end it all came down to one thing: energy. The power for magic could be found in a multitude of sources: the earth, waters or air from a world, power from amulets and power bestowed by beings like gods and demons, power from death, from pain, from anger, from dance, from words, from rituals, from a thousand other things, all with their own advantages and disadvantages.

The witches of the Purple Temple took their power to perform magic from sex.

Yelinha had only slept twice with Darhin Zachhen, had spent just three days in his company. Yet she knew him better than any of his other lovers. She knew how to stimulate him, and she knew how to control him so he would give her pleasure, although this was in the commander's nature anyway.

She took him and let him take her, step by step, layer by layer. Down! Down! Deeper, to both their inner cores, to the heart of their lust and desire.

She was a witch of the Purple Temple. She knew exactly how.

Hours went by. Now he was pounding her, from behind, his muscular body covered in sweat. Again and again his loins ground against the two tattooed stars on her buttocks.

She was on all fours on the bed. She felt his left hand resting on her neck, his strong fingers holding her prisoner. With his other hand he held her hair, undone and sweaty. Her back was arched and she could feel him, damn well feel him. His manhood warm and hard inside her, touching that one special point over and over and over again.

The power rushed through her bones, from the tip of her toes to the very ends of her hair. She had to channel all this energy, could not unleash if... She had to... had to...

Her orgasm came like a tidal wave.

“Hold on,” Yelinha croaked.

One moment they were in the bedroom - fucking, grunting, panting. Fucking. O Gods, fucking so good! - and the next they were flying high above a world covered in snow.

She was a bird, huge and majestic, the sky was her element.

“What...?” Yelinha heard behind her. It was Darhin Zachhen's voice. He was on her back. Even here.

“Don't panic, your body is safe in Berhain. I projected a part of us. This is Khurhangel.”

He laughed, could not help himself. It was a laugh of sheer joy,

Yelinha laughed with him. She could feel the wind, smell the cold air, but at the same time she could feel his powerful body fucking her from behind, pushing her deeper and deeper into endless pleasure. Gods, he was such a good fuck.

She wavered for a moment in the air, drowning in her feelings.

Darhin Zachhen didn't cry out, but she could feel him tense.

She was in control again. Focus. They were here for a reason.

It was like he could read her mind. “How do we find the monster?”

The world below them was empty: black woods, low hills, the smoke of a village at the crisp horizon.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Back in the bed he kept on going and going.

She had so much power to work with.

“Easy. Watch, this will reveal magic.”

The lands below them changed in a subtle way. A faint golden shine seemed to be added. Mostly the woods, although some faint lines ran over the fields.

“There? That light on our left? Down at the foot of that hill?” Darhin Zachhen asked.

“Yes.” A bright glow, like that of a huge fire, shone at the foot of a hill.

Yelinha swooped in and landed by the entrance of a cave. The light came from the inside. Something very powerful was hiding there. It could only be one thing.

“The creature is inside. Let's go in,” Yelinha said. By now she had her human form again. Darhin Zachhen was still invisible, behind her.

Before they went in, Yelinha looked back – back to the bed in Darhin Zachhen's private quarters. How was he doing?

The young commander was doing fine, he was strong. On his face he had a big happy grin, his eyes were closed.

Good.

Yelinha felt the temptation to linger a moment longer and wallow in the sea of pleasure he was giving her, but she decided not to. Later, when we are finished, I can enjoy him for a while without all these distractions.

The cave, mostly sandstone and wet earth, was uneven and twisted like a snake. Although her body was not really there, Yelinha still had to follow every curve. Projecting oneself through earth or stone took another spell, and she already had her hands full with the magic she was doing at the moment.

Almost unexpected they found the monster after a last turn.

Even with the intense golden glare of the magic, it was almost completely dark in the cave. A black cloud radiated from a humanoid figure which laid curled up on the floor. Its skin – or clothing? - seemed to be made up a thousands and thousands of little black thorns, continuously wiggling. The creature hardly had a neck and in its face only the gaping hole of a mouth and two red eyes were visible.

“What is it?” Darhin Zachhen whispered, but he didn't know there was no reason to whisper. The dark creature could neither see or hear them, or sense them any other way.

“I am not sure. Some hybrid between a demon and something mortal, I think. I will have-”

Yelinha stopped talking.

The creature turned its head and looked right at her. The next moment it jumped up and whip-like tentacles flung at her like striking snakes.

It was so quick Yelinha could only instinctively throw on the most basic of protections. Where the black, barbed tentacles touched her skin, sparks flew.

Impossible! This is the incorporeal realm! He should not be able to-

“What is happening?” Darhin Zachhen behind her, here and back in the bed. He hesitated, clearly at a loss what to do.

“Don't stop fucking me!” Yelinha cried out desperately. I need the energy!

Too quick to stop, one of the tentacles entered her mouth, the other one pushed itself between her legs and forced itself into her.

Cold. Ice cold. The tentacles were like living icicles, wriggling deeper and deeper inside her. They sucked up warmth and life with an ever increasing hunger.

Yelinha shook wildly, unable to speak, unable to do anything. Gods, no, no, no! She was going to die! This foul creature would suck her dry, absorbing her life's energy.

“Hell and damnation!” Darhin Zachhen cursed. He had resumed fucking her, feeding her orgasmic energies.

Yelinha went cross-eyed. She was being fucked twice, in exactly the same spot. The hot, strong dick of Darhin Zachhen feeding her energy; the dark ice tentacle of the demon creature taking and taking and taking. The two conflicting experiences created a maelstrom of chaos inside her, stopping her from responding in a coherent way. She could only cling on to the last few threads of life inside her.

As Yelinha's hands and feet started to grow numb, the creature approached her, more tentacles groping her body. In only a dozen heartbeats she would not be able to keep up her defenses anymore. The evil monster would suck the life right out of her in a fraction of a moment.

I will die...

Back in the room in the fortress,  Darhin Zachhen cursed. Still fucking her like a madman, he dragged her from the bed, one arm around her waist.

Carrying, pounding – still fucking! - her, he took two steps. Three. His free hand grabbed into the pile of clothes and armor.

Die... The ice cold nothingness looked so appealing to Yelinha. Just to give in... The little flame of this man's sexual energy was nothing compared to the eternity of surrender. She could give in, would give in. Just letting go and...

The pain of the sharp steel dagger cutting open the sensitive flesh of her right buttock was excruciating.

Ice cold emptiness? Warm sexual energy?

It both meant nothing!

Pain! Pain! Pain!

Even with her mouth completely filled Yelinha screamed.

Pain!

The demon screamed, letting her go, retracting, stepping back.

He did not want her pain.

For one unbelievable moment she still felt the echo of its touch, the fleeing cold inside her. The next moment there was only the pain of the cut and the hot lance between her legs, full of life and energy.

With her last coherent thought Yelinha wrung a spell from the razing energy storm inside her.

I...

They were back in their rooms in the Berhain gate.

Gone was the demon, gone was the snow white landscape, gone was the deadly evil.

He was still fucking her, she was back on the bed. With two hand he kept the cut on her buttock closed, but nonetheless he was covered in blood.

“We... We are save. Can stop now,” she managed to utter before she collapsed. “Bastard...”

* * *

“Your high priestess and six of your sisters have arrived,” Darhin Zachhen said. “With their help I will either capture or destroy that demon-thing.”

Yelinha nodded, swallowing the grapes he had brought her. She was laying on her belly. Her buttock was feeling less stiff and but still itched quite a bit. A good sign, the Bearer healing master had told her. The last week Darhin Zachhen had visited her several times a day, bringing nice food and little gifts. He was very concerned about her health and he clearly felt quite a bit guilty. Even while he saved her with his dagger. Daggers. Flesh and steel... I can't wait until I am healed. Damn, I hope that position will still work! Well, I will have to be careful the first few times. The healing master had told her the cut ran right across her tattooed star.

“What is wrong?” she asked, looking at the young commander. She could read him completely now and something was bothering him. “Don't you think we will catch the monster?”

“No, that is not it.” He made a defensive gesture. “I... When my superiors briefed me, they explained how the magic of the Purple Temple works. You witches generate power from fucking. For effective magic you need to fuck with the most important male. It has a symbolic value or something.”

Yelinha nodded while chewing on another grape. She didn't know where he got them, but they were truly excellent.

He looked at her.

He is nervous! Yelinha realized.

“Yes, so?” she asked.

“Well... Uh... Well, your high priestess and six of your sisters have arrived in Berhain. I... I don't know if I can serve them all. I mean... Seven?”

To his surprise Yelinha laughed. “Oh, dear Darhin! Don't worry about that. You won't sleep with the high priestess. You literally would not survive the experience. Her magic and techniques are so much more advanced than mine! You would die in bed.”

“But... But how?”

Yelinha smiled and winked. “Why do you think she brought six sisters? They will serve the High Priestess.”

“I... Ah...! Like that.”

Yelinha pulled back the sheets. “Do you feel like serving one sister now?”

He smiled, relieved and... hungry. “To give you a serving?”

“Carefully!” she insisted.

“Carefully,” he confirmed.


"Ice And Fire" by Ben Truman

The last skeleton disintegrated as Euphoné drew her longsword from its body. Its skull toppled to the chamber floor and shattered, but the knight was already striding across the stone, her eyes fixed on the red-robed wizard rising from his throne.

“Fool!” cried the wizard, spittle coating his wild black beard. “Fool knight! You think that you can defeat me, Ondskap, Dark Wizard of the–”

Euphoné broke into a run. The wizard, eyes goggling, grabbed the gem around his neck and spat out dark words which scraped at the knight's brain. Red light poured from the stone.

In two leaps she was up the stairs. Ondskap's eyes went wide as Euphoné's sword pierced his chest and with an anguished cry he fell backwards. Her blade slid free and with it came thick black ichor.

But she was too late to break the spell of summoning. The gemstone flared and Euphoné wheeled about as a pillar of flame erupted from the centre of the chamber.

Euphoné sprinted back down the steps, leaving the now dead wizard slumped forward on his throne and bubbling out the last of his dark life-force.

The fiery column fell away, the flames parting to reveal a tall black-skinned woman, totally naked. No, not a woman. Her small horns, furled black wings and pointed tail revealed her for what she was: a demon.

Euphoné knew she must strike quickly. Demons were powerful foes! Sword raised, she threw herself at her new enemy.

The demoness, her eyes wide and her mouth an O of horror, threw up her hands. “No, wait! I surrender!”

The knight came to a skidding halt and checked the fall of her blade. Her blue eyes narrowed.

“Begone, devil,” she hissed. “Your dark master is dead!”

The demoness grinned, a flash of sharp snowy teeth. “I know. At last! And I have you to thank for it.”

Euphoné frowned and did not lower her sword. Demons could not be trusted! 

“If you truly surrender, then leave this place,” she said, “Return forthwith to your foul domain.”

The demoness placed her hands on her hips and pouted. “There's no need to be rude, you know. But I will go home, just as soon as you do me this one little favour.”

Euphoné raised her sword. Ah, so here came the deceit that characterised her kind!

The demoness's eyes fell on the sword-point. A droplet of sweat trickled from her temple.

“I'm not trying to trick you,” she said quickly. “I mean, I can't return to my 'foul domain', as you call it, until you free me from the wizard's magic.” She inclined her head towards the throne.

The knight glanced momentarily in the same direction. Ondskap was dead, but around his neck the gem still glowed and spat with energy.

“That's right,” said the demoness, nodding. “The necklace. The summoning stone still binds me to this world. I can't leave until it is destroyed.” She smiled, then, a smile Euphoné suspected was meant to be ingratiating but was instead rather  alarming with its array of pointed canines.

Euphoné, keeping one eye on the demoness, climbed the steps. She avoided the thick dark blood pooling around the wizard's feet and nudged the stone with the tip of her sword. Black energy still squirmed within it.

“It won't hurt you,” said the demoness. “There's no protective spell. A sharp blow should do the job.”

Euphoné lifted the necklace from around the wizard's neck with the point of her sword. She descended the steps, holding it before her.

“Yes,” said the demoness. Her violet eyes were eager. “Now destroy it, milady, and release me!”

Euphoné let the necklace slide to the floor and raised her sword. Bright yellow light suddenly flashed across her face and she looked up. The demoness, eyes glowing, had thrust a burning hand in her direction and flames were pouring forth.

“Treachery!” cried the knight, leaping aside. The column of fire roared past her and there was an anguished scream as Ondskap's corpse, animated by some dark magic, was enveloped in flame.

Euphoné rolled, leaped back onto her feet and with a swing of her sword cleaved the wizard's gibbering head from his body. Slain again, the necromantic magic failed and head and body fell to the floor where they burned, raising a noisome greasy smoke.

The demoness stepped back, hands raised. “No! No treachery! See, I saved your life.”

Euphoné kicked the head away with a curl of her lip and hurried back to where the necklace lay on the ground. She lifted her sword.

“Yes,” murmured the demon. “Yes, milady. Do it. Strike!”

The knight's blade slid down, but she did not strike the gem. Instead, she again hooked the golden chain and lifted it up.

“It will not harm me?” she asked.

The demoness shook her head. Her eyes were hungry on the stone. “It won't. Like I said, it's just a gemstone. Now quick, destroy it!”

The knight grabbed the chain and drew the necklace off.

“Yes,” said the demoness eagerly. “Now smash it. Toss it against the wall or crush it beneath your heel!”

But Euphoné, a grim smile on her lips, lifted the necklace one-handed and slipped it around her neck.

The demoness's face fell. “No,” she said. “No, please. Destroy it. Free me, I beg you!”

Euphoné shook her head. “Not yet, hell-spawn. I shall free you, but only after you have done me a favour.”

The demon's eyes flicked over the knight's face. “What– what is it you want me to do?”

Euphoné swung her hand through the air. “This is the centre of Ondskap's lair. The way I came is blocked with boulders, some magical trap. I must still fight my way through to find another exit. I require your help. Aid my escape and you have it on my word that I will free you.”

The demoness opened her mouth, ready to plead her case, but when she saw the hardness in the knight's icy blue eyes, she slumped her shoulders.

“Very well. But I have your word, yes?”

Euphoné's eyes flashed. “Yes, as a Knight of Aeovel. And our word is our bond.” She knelt down, tore a strip of rag from the bones of a fallen skeleton and fastidiously wiped the remaining ichor from her blade. The demoness watched her.

Soon Euphoné rose. “Let us leave this place.”

“Well,” said the demoness. “I sense a hidden door behind the throne. Perhaps that will lead us to the way out.”

“Open it,” said Euphoné, sword raised.

The demoness sighed. “As you wish.”

* * *

The demoness walked ahead of Euphoné at sword-point as they traversed the corridors of the dungeon.

“There's really no need for this,” she said, offended. “Even if I wished to harm you, I can't with the gemstone around your neck.”

“Silence, hell-spawn!”

The demoness sighed. “I have a name, you know. It's Vervain.”

“I said silence!”

Vervain stopped and turned, her hands on her hips. “Look, are we really going to do this the whole way? Can't we make believe we're civilised for a while, at least?”

Euphoné frowned. “I am civilised.”

Vervain smiled. “Oh, I don't doubt it. You Knights of Aeovel are famed not only for your skill with the sword but also in poetry and the way of chivalry, aren't you?”

The knight's eyes flashed with confusion, but her scowl dropped away at the demoness's compliment. She nodded.

“So it is said.”

The demoness pressed her advantage. “Then please, oh noble knight, lower your sword. I won't harm you. I want to get out of here as much as you do.”

Euphoné, after a moment's hesitation, sheathed her sword. She glanced about the dripping stone walls. “I would have thought such a gloomy place was like home to you.”

The demoness was taken aback. “My home? Like this cesspit?” she snorted. “Hardly.” She raised herself up, her tail stiff and tall. “My 'odious abode', as you called it earlier, is a place of beauty and light and opulence.”

Euphoné smiled despite herself. “I did not call it an 'odious abode'. I called it a 'foul domain'.”

Vervain gasped. “Even worse! If you saw it, you'd beg my pardon.”

The knight laughed, then. “Beg your pardon? The pardon of a demon? Never!'

The demoness sighed. Well, at least she wasn't pointing that sword at her any more.

“Let's keep going,” she said. “But before we do, perhaps you will grace me with your name, milady?”

Euphoné looked at her, unsure. But then she shrugged. “Euphoné,” she muttered.

“Euphoné,” repeated Vervain. “A pretty name. It means 'beautiful of voice', does it not?”

Euphoné's eyes went wide. “You understand the Sacred Language?”

The demoness snorted. “Of course I do. I'm an Agathos Daemon. I happen to be fluent in over one hundred languages, I'll have you know.”

“So you are not a succubus?”

Vervain gasped. “A succubus? Oh no, we are far higher up the hierarchy than that.” She placed her clawed hands on her hips. “What on earth made you think I was a succubus?”

Euphoné's eyes fell from Vervain's, slipping down over the length of the demoness's naked body. “Your form,” she muttered. The knight fought back embarrassment, but a flush still came to her face and she looked away at last.

Vervain stared at the human's rapidly pinkening neck and cheek. Blushing? A Knight of Aeovel? Really?

“My form?” repeated Vervain, amused. She let a clawed hand slip over a pert breast, slide down her flat stomach and over the curve of a thigh. “What's wrong with my form?”

The knight glanced back, but just as quickly looked away again. “It is intended to produce lust,” she said. The last word, 'lust', came out hoarsely.

“Oh,” said Vervain. She smiled, delighted at the compliment. Then she was silent for a moment before she added, “So this body produces lust in you, does it?”

Euphoné wheeled around. “No!” she cried. “Why on Earth would your body do that to me? I am a Knight of Aeovel!”

“Well,” said Vervain, fighting back a smile at the knight's spirited consternation. “If this body doesn't do anything for you, then it doesn't matter if I walk around naked, does it?”

The knight frowned. “It is still unseemly.”

Vervain clucked her tongue and let her eyes skim over their surroundings. The walls weren't dripping any more, but the webs and the mould and the scuttling of unseen creatures left no doubt they were stuck in a dungeon. “Unseemly? I don't think any around here cares, milady.”

“I care,” said Euphoné. She slipped her pack from her shoulders, knelt down and untied a roll of grey material from it which she handed to Vervain.

The demoness looked down at it as though she'd been handed a dead rat. “What's this?”

“A blanket,” said Euphoné. “Cover yourself with it.”

Vervain unrolled it. “What an ugly colour.”

“Is it not intended to be fashionable,” said Euphoné.

“Well, in that is most certainly succeeds,” said the demoness, pinching the material. “And how am I supposed to wear this exactly?”

“Around your shoulders,” said Euphoné. “Like a cloak.”

“Like a cloak,” repeated Vervain. “Very well.” She draped the material over her shoulders and tied it quickly around her neck. Her slender fingers were agile, Euphoné noted.

Vervain looked herself over. Her whole body was covered by the blanket. She glanced up to find the knight staring at her.

The demoness batted her eyelashes. “So how do I look?”

With surprising grace on the tip of her slender toes, she did a twirl. The blanket splayed out, revealing flashes of her nakedness: the swelling of a breast, the taut gloss of a shapely buttock, the startling copper V of her pubic hair.

Euphoné swallowed. If anything, concealing the demoness's body had made things worse. But it would have to do.

Vervain fell back onto her heels, the blanket ending its dance to cover her again. The knight's consternation amused her. The blanket did not seem so bad any more.

“Come on,” growled Euphoné. “We have a long way to go.”

Vervain performed a satirical bow. “As you wish, milady.”

Euphoné had obviously forgotten her earlier rule of keeping Vervain ahead of her at all times, but Vervain knew it was merely due to distraction and not growing trust. Had her body really been so repulsive to her? But then the Knights of Aeovel were chaste, were they not? They did not allow any distraction from their dedication to chivalry. And yet her nudity, which should have counted for very little, had flustered the knight.

Vervain pursed her lips. Humans and their strange ways!

She ran to catch up with Euphoné.

“So,” began Vervain. “Let's have a conversation.”

The knight snorted. “Keep your peace. I am trying to concentrate.”

“Now don't be like that,” said Vervain. “We need to get to know each other if we're going to find a way out of this dungeon safely. “

Euphoné stopped. Her eyes were hard. “I have no desire to get to know anything about you, demon.”

Vervain sighed. “Again with that 'demon' word. You know it sounds like a slur from your lips, right?”

Euphoné's eyes narrowed. “Is this some trick?”

Vervain feigned shock. “I don't know what you've been told about my people, but we're not all involved in trickery.” She brought a finger to her lips. “Except imps, perhaps. They can be real tricksters. Why, I remember a time when an imp–”

Euphoné broke in. “If we have your 'conversation', will you stop talking so much?”

“I will,” said Vervain.

“Then tell me what it is you wish to know,” said Euphoné “But make it brief.”

Vervain raised an eyebrow. “Brief? Well, I'll try.”

The knight had already started walking again. Vervain caught up with her. She was sick of tagging behind her like some faithful dog.

“So your name,” said Vervain, “Is Euphoné.”

The knight turned on her, eyes flashing. “You already know it to be so. Are you going to ask such stupid questions?”

Vervain pouted. “You really are prickly,” she said. “I was merely asking you for your full name.”

Euphoné looked forwards again. “It is Euphoné du Evren.”

“There,” said Vervain, smiling. “That wasn't so bad, was it?” Euphoné walked faster and Vervain did the same to keep in step with her. “du Evren, is it? A famous family. So you are aristocratically born.”

Euphoné snorted.

“Well, I too come from a noble family,” said Vervain. “My sire was an Agathos Daemon of Sabethel, while my mother was a Cacodaemon.”

Euphoné made no reply. Vervain continued.

“That's why I have this black skin, you know. My mother's. All Cacodaemons have it. And yet the copper hair is my father's.” She ran a hand up through her long straight hair. At least it was free of that awful blanket! “My hair is rather famed, you know.”

Euphoné glanced back. Her expression was one of contempt, but still she said nothing.

Vervain acted as though she hadn't noticed. “But you too must be famed, Euphoné du Evren. Your hair is most strikingly beautiful as well.”

Euphoné stopped dead. This time the look on her face was murderous. “This is your idea of conversation? This litany of trivialities?”

Vervain shrugged. “Aren't all conversations so?”

“I do not know,” said Euphoné. “I have never cared much for conversation.”

“Knight since a child, huh?”

Euphoné frowned. “How do you know that?”

“You just seem the type,” said Vervain. Her eyes scanned Euphoné's hair – short, and in a bob. A very... well, militaristic style of hair, she supposed. 

Euphoné felt Vervain's eyes on her hair and her face grew hot. She turned away so she wouldn't see the blush spreading across it. Better to stare right ahead. She realised now she had made a mistake keeping this demoness here – what was her name? Vervain?  She was a distraction rather than a help. Talking about her hair! Complimenting it, even. Euphoné frowned. Of course she enjoyed compliments, but every word that came from a demon's mouth was almost certainly a lie. She was just saying those things to ingratiate herself.

And damn the demon, she was right. This was how they had worn their hair back in the Chapter House growing up. There were no precepts that demanded she kept it like this now that she was a knight, but she had simply never bothered to change it. Why was that?

“I love your hair.”

The words popped unbidden into Euphoné's head, and with it the ghost of slender fingers drawn across her cheek. The scent of vanilla.

Luella's hands. Luella's scent. A memory.

That was why she had never changed her hair. To do so would have been to cut away a memory she cherished.

Vervain watched the back of the knight's head. She was deep in thought. Had her compliment offended her? It had been meant in all honesty. Euphoné's hair was beautiful. Was it gold or was it platinum? It seemed a mix of the two seams of metal. Blue eyes, too. Glacial, but gorgeous despite their hardness. Perhaps she should have complimented them as well.

Vervain sighed, a little puff of smoke slipping from between her lips. No, she would have taken that badly as well. If only Euphoné had been a male knight. Then things would have been much easier. By now she would have had her thighs wrapped around his waist, engulfing his beautiful hardness, drinking deeply of his orgone.

Her stomach shifted. Oh no. Better not to think about feeding. She would be free soon, and then she could hunt for some delicious fare. Vervain scanned the dungeon. Far drier now. A smell of monsters, though. She did not want to have to drain the orgone of monsters. They tasted so awful! And this body was designed to feed off humans.

She glanced back at Euphoné. Her head was slumped. Vervain tutted. She'd get in trouble if she didn't pay more–

Euphoné cried out, but the cry was stilled as quickly as it had been produced. Her feet left the floor and she rose into the air.

Vervain gasped and took a step back. Had she triggered some sort of trap?

Euphoné was twisted around by some unseen force and hung there, staring, her mouth open in a silent scream. Her sword hovered beside her, but then the air shifted and the sword was spat out.

The clatter of the metal at Vervain's feet broke her shock. The sword was coated in a glistening jelly. No, not magic. A slime! Euphoné had not seen it, and with the slime being cold-blooded Vervain's infravision had been useless.

Vervain, cursing herself, dashed forward. Euphoné was squirming about, trying to fight herself free of the translucent jelly. Smoke began to rise from her armour, leaving the slime through pores in its skin. It was starting to eat her!

The knight was still close to the surface of the slime and Vervain plunged her hands up to the elbow. She strove to reach the knight's armpits, to pull her out, but could only reach her neck. The jewel in the necklace around it glowed.

Vervain's eyes were drawn to the stone. It would be easy to pull it off, take it for herself, smash it and be free of this knight. But then–

Euphoné's mouth gaped. Her surcoat was gone now, eaten away, and her cuirass and greaves had begun to darken from the creature's digestive enzymes.

Vervain pulled her arms out and stepped back. Euphoné's eyes and mouth widened.

“Oh, don't look at me like that,” muttered the demon. She raised her hands and fire was born from her finger tips.

The slime, sensing its mortal enemy, quaked. Vervain did not hesitate. She thrust out her fingers and flame coursed over the monster. A torrent of ooze flowed forth from the boiling hole and the knight spilled out with it onto the stone floor.

The slime, its bubbling body now visible, retreated with an anguished sloshing. Vervain lowered her hands, letting the fire fall away.

“Yeah, that's it!” she shouted after the retreating creature. “You better run, slime!”

But the knight at her feet, gasping and scrubbing at the smoking goo coating her body, demanded her full attention.

Vervain tried to help her to her feet, but Euphoné pushed her away.

“I do not need your help,” she muttered.

Vervain opened her mouth, ready to retort, but sighed instead. There was no point arguing with her.

Suddenly her long, pointy ears twitched. Ah! A familiar sound, and just what the knight needed right now.

“Come on,” she said. “I think I know where we can find water.”

* * *

The corridor led down. The walls grew green with lichen and were coated with glow-worms, lighting the way with a ghostly blue gleam.

“Beautiful,” murmured Vervain.

Euphoné cursed under her breath. She flicked a fingerful of slime from her scarred cuirass onto the ground beside her.

“Gross.”

Vervain rolled her eyes. This knight really was a goblet-half-empty kind of person!

“You're lucky that slimes prefer to eat metal before flesh,” she said. “At least you're alive.”

“Not for long,” said Euphoné grimly. “My armour is ruined.”

“Well,” said Vervain with a bow. “I, of course, will be here to defend milady.”

“Oh shut up,” said Euphoné.

They were soon greeted by the sound of running water. The corridor grew lighter, becoming the yellow brightness of the surface, and they burst out into a great sandy cavern. Sunlight spilled down onto the sand in a great column from a hole far above their heads. A sinkhole!

Vervain, the light sparkling about her, fell to her knees with a cry.

Euphoné ran to her. “What's the matter!?”

“The light!” gasped Vervain.

Euphoné placed herself between the demoness so that she was partly covered by her shadow. “You're allergic to light? Why did you not you tell me?”

Vervain's panting became a low, bubbling sound. Euphoné's heart turned to ice, but then she recognised the noise for what it was. Laughter.

The demoness looked up at her, her cat-irised eyes alive with delight. “Of course I'm not allergic to light. That's vampires, not demons!”

Euphoné stared at her. She ground her teeth, but then she shrugged and walked away.

“Oh come on,” Vervain called after her. “You've got to admit, that was pretty funny.'

The knight made no reply.

Vervain hopped up to her feet and followed her. “Look, I'm sorry for pranking you. But it was nice of you to be so concerned about me.”

Euphoné came to a halt at the water's glittering edge. “I still have need of you, remember.”

Vervain stopped a few feet away and crouched down. “Yeah,” she said. “I remember.”

Euphoné stuck her sword in the sand and began to strip off her acid-pitted cuirass. She'd loosened the second thong when she stopped and turned on Vervain, eyes flashing.

“Turn away,” she said.

Vervain blinked up at her from where she was crouched. “Excuse me?”

“I am undressing,” said Euphoné. “And I demand privacy.”

Vervain rolled her eyes. “I'm a demon, milady, but I'm also a woman. You have nothing I do not have myself, except perhaps a soul, but since that's not visible on the outside, you and I are–”

“Just keep your eyes averted,” said Euphoné.

“But I must guard you,” protested Vervain. “What if the water is infested with giant leeches?”

Euphoné tossed her cuirass aside, grabbed up her sword and stabbed it into the water several times.

“See?” she said. “No monsters.” She pointed the sword at the crouching demon. “Now give me your word.”

“You have my word,” said Vervain, a hand on her chest.

Mollified, Euphoné tossed the sword on the sand beside her and went back to undressing.

Vervain chuckled to herself. Naive, even for a knight. She looked up through her dark lashes and watched as Euphoné undressed. Like she was going to be told what to do!

It was true. She had seen it all before, on herself and succubi and other female demons. But when it came to human women–

Vervain was intimately familiar with the body of a human man. How many had she harvested of their orgone over her hundred years of life? Thousands? Tens of thousands, surely. There was no type of man she had not encountered. Of course, there were some she preferred – the orgone of a young virginal cleric new to the cloth was easily the most delicious – but all of them were familiar to her.

But the body of a human woman? Her curiosity was piqued.

Euphoné tossed her arm-greaves next to the cuirass, then bent over and stripped the greaves from her legs. After that she quickly undid the laces of her doublet and pulled it up over her head. She was wearing a tunic underneath.

Ah. Stripped of her armour, her slim body was revealed. Toned more than slim, really. Her tunic had ridden up as she pulled off her doublet and Vervain was given a good view of her long legs. Yes, well-toned, not over-muscled, built for speed and grace in fighting rather than just hacking and slashing.

Vervain's heart skipped. Her legs were so white! Were all human girls so pale? But no. Humans came in many different colours. Euphoné's snowy skin was so different from her own, and yet it suited her platinum-blonde hair and blue eyes well.

Euphoné half-turned and Vervain dropped her gaze quickly, her heart racing at almost being caught. After a few heartbeats, she dared to lift her eyes again.

Euphoné had stripped off her tunic and was washing it in the water. She was clad now only in her underwear. Ah, so it was not merely her legs which were pale! Her slim shoulders and arms and back were, too.

Euphoné put her dripping tunic aside on a rock and began to pull down her underwear.

Vervain dropped her eyes. A strange guilt poured through her. She had promised the knight she would give her privacy and she would, for these few moments, at least.

A splash. Vervain knew she could look up, now. The waterfall, the pool – but no Euphoné.

Vervain's racing heart skipped, this time in fear. Where had she gone?

But the fear dissolved in relief as the water surged up and Euphoné exploded out of it. Vervain's heart surged with it.

The knight flicked back her hair, let the water sluice from her upper body. The water was up to her waist. Stripped of her breast binding, her bare back glistened, caught by the fingers of sunlight trailing down from the blue gap far above.

In the sunlight the paleness was almost too bright to look at, and all of it topped by that beautiful halo of short white-gold hair.

Vervain began to breathe again. So this was what a human woman looked like? She willed Euphoné to keep facing away so that her eyes could delight in the slender power of her form, but she also wanted to see her breasts. How busty was she? In her armour it had been hard to tell.

Some god heard her plea. Euphoné turned part way around so that her body was in profile, but with her face still looking away as she gazed up at the shimmering veil of the waterfall. Ah. Her breasts were high and proud, but not overly large. Vervain would be able to cup one in each hand comfortably.

In each hand? Vervain felt herself flush. What was she thinking? But wasn't it just like when she harvested human men? She delighted in their bodies, too, her hands slipping over the smooth, near-hairless chest of an acolyte as she drew his spurting energy inside her.

Vervain fought back a laugh. So that was the problem! She was just hungry. It had been a while since she had fed. That explained these strange thoughts.

But still her eyes desired more. Alas, Euphoné had turned away, now, and her breasts were no longer visible. She was wading through the water, her muscles rippling with powerful grace.

Soon the water grew shallower again and Vervain, in delight, saw for the first time the high, pale roundness of Euphoné's buttocks. Ah, but it had been worth the wait. Curved and feminine, but not overly so, her lower half matching her svelte top.

Vervain slid a hand over one of her own breasts. Yes, like most demonesses, her own form was over-generous, and for a moment she envied Euphoné the slim elegance of her body.

Euphoné let the water from the falls crash over her body. The days of sweat and dirt and ichor poured off her and she ducked her head under the water, gasping at the cold. It was then she remembered Vervain and glanced back at the shore. The demoness was still crouched there, scrawling something in the sand with her forked tail. Euphoné watched her, but only from the corner of her eye. She knew the demoness would not keep her word and would look at her sooner or later. She scrubbed the days of combat from her skin. She would smell much fresher, at least.

Her hands slipped over her breasts. Ah, but the water was cold! Her nipples tingled, hard beneath her palms. A single hand easily covered each breast and Euphoné snorted. No doubt Vervain pitied her her small breasts. But they were perkier than the over-abundance of the demon's, which were designed with pleasure in mind. Euphoné was happy she did not have such large breasts. Some of her sisters at the Chapter House had been busty and it had always seemed a chore for them to strap their breasts down before they put on their armour.

Euphoné's mind drifted to Luella. Her breasts, too, had been big. She'd often slipped her arms around Euphoné's chest, teasing her for being so flat. Euphoné had struggled and laughed, but secretly she'd enjoyed the girl's warm hands, the feel of her friend's ample breasts pressed up against her back. But it had all been innocent play on Luella's side. Euphoné had made a few stumbling attempts to take things further, but Luella had always taken them as a joke, and not long afterwards she had left the Chapter House to marry a young nobleman. She'd just been playing at being a knight, after all.

She glanced back at the shore. Vervain still gave no sign of looking at her. Euphoné snorted. What was so interesting about that sand, anyway? Surely the demoness was interested in seeing what she looked like. Euphoné knew she was not uncomely - many men and women had found her attractive.

Euphoné scowled. Vervain was able to annoy her even just by crouching there and doing what she had told her to. Typical of a demon!

Euphoné leaned down and took a scoopful of water, intending to splash it across her face. But the water before her exploded upwards and something emerald green with a dark maw darted at her face.

Instinct and training kicked in. She grabbed the creature around the neck, feeling steel power beneath its moist scales as it twisted to free itself and bite her. A water serpent!  It had been hiding under the veil of the waterfall, covered by the foaming water. It hissed and bit at her and she stumbled backwards. The snake was heavy, a coil of pure muscle.

As they struggled, its tail whipped out and found purchase around Euphoné's leg. It curled around her calf and squeezed.

Euphoné bit back a cry and stumbled out through the sluicing water, water spilling into her eyes and burning them. Blinded, she fell back on her sense of touch, feeling the coursing of the snake's body, trying to predict which way it would twist next in its attempt to free itself from her grip and strike.

Vervain heard splashing. Was Euphoné trying to get her to look at her? Why was she so determined to get her to break her word? To prove that all she'd said about demons was right? It was true, Vervain wanted to see that pale skin, that cute set of dimpled buttocks again. But that would mean a scolding from the knight and the demoness' pride would not allow it. She returned to her drawing.

The snake did not let up on its attacks, its white fangs flashing as Euphoné wrestled it back and forth. The wedge-shaped head darted again, but it was a feint this time. Euphoné over-compensated and the snake, feeling her grip slacken, slid from her grasp and lodged its fangs in her thigh.

Euphoné screamed.

Vervain looked up and saw the emerald green of the snake wrapped around the knight's leg. She leaped to her feet and ran pell-mell into the water, tearing off the blanket. With a deep sweep of her wings she took to the air.

Euphoné felt hot venom pour into her. With a surge of desperate strength she grabbed the serpent's jaws and pried the creature's maw open, pulling its fangs out of her naked thigh. Black venom pooled from the twin holes with blood mixed in.  The snake hissed in protest and Euphoné pulled its jaws further apart. There was a crack as its neck broke and it bubbled one final, dying hiss.

The head fell from her hands. Euphoné slid down into the water, but someone was there to catch her. Vervain.

The demoness dragged her from the water, the dead snake still wrapped around her, its lolling head floating behind them. When they reached the shore Vervain lay her back on the sand and with her demonic strength unravelled the snake's coils from her leg.

Euphoné gasped in pain. Her heart raced. The venom! The venom was spilling through her!

“Shh,” said Vervain. “Try not to panic. The venom will spread.”

The demoness tossed the dead snake aside and her fingers quickly found the wound on Euphoné's inner thigh.

“The venom must be drawn out,” she said. She fell on all fours, lowered her face to Euphoné's thigh and kissed it.

Euphoné gasped. Despite the pain, she felt those burning lips on her wound. Was it the venom that made that place burn so, or were the demon's lips always like that, a ring of tender fire?

But it was not a kiss. Vervain was sucking on the wound, drawing the venom from her. It was just as Euphoné had been trained to do in cases of being envenomed, to draw and spit the venom out. But Vervain did no such thing, sucking the blood from her and swallowing it straight, venom and all.

Euphoné felt the poison losing its grip on her heart, but still the demon's lips burned on her skin. Gasping, the knight looked across at the demon, lying there on all fours with her wings furled. Her shapely bottom was in the air, her forked tail dancing back and forth, her breasts hanging free. Ah, they were so much bigger than hers! Euphoné felt an urge to reach across and cup their weight in her hands, to feel how soft the demon's skin was.

Foolish thoughts! The venom must be addling her brain.

Vervain broke away, gasping, her mouth streaked with blood.

Euphoné watched in a daze as the demoness lifted her face from between her thighs, her forked tongue licking at the crimson smear on her lips. Vervain's eyes were hooded, her chest heaving.

Euphoné felt a familiar heat between her legs. Oh god, really? At such a time? What was wrong with her!

Then Vervain's face darted back down to her thigh and Euphoné gasped. The demon's hot tongue lashed at the wound, licking it clean. Euphoné flooded more. She wished the demoness would not stop, would draw that licking tongue higher and spear it into the heat between her legs.

But she did not.

Vervain fell back. The knight's blood, spiced with the venom, was beyond delicious. And that scent she had smelled the second time she had lapped at the wound! She was not so familiar with that smell. She knew her own, knew the deep richness of that feminine scent she gave off when excited from drawing the essence of a human. So human females shared that, too. She had wanted to savour the novel delight longer, but shame had flickered in her heart.

Shame. Strange that that alien emotion should show itself right now!

She sat back on her haunches and swallowed the last mouthful of Euphoné's blood. It was so hot, and made her feel hotter still.

Euphoné was staring at her, exhausted by her struggle and by the drawing of her venom. Her blue eyes held some strange light. What was it?

Ah. She looked thankful. But there was something else there, too.

But just as quickly as it had appeared, the flame flickered out and Euphoné's face hardened in a frown.

“You are naked again,” she muttered.

“Well,” said Vervain with a sigh. “Is that what counts as thanks from a Knight of Aeovel?” But she was not truly angry. In fact, the swiftness of the knight's change in attitude was like that of a child and had delighted her.

And that scent. Had her lips really excited her so?

Euphoné shivered suddenly and Vervain giggled.

The knight's eyes flashed at her. “What's so funny?”

Vervain covered her mouth with a taloned hand. “Why are you doing that?”

“Doing what?”

“Jiggling like that?”

“It's called shivering,” said Euphoné. “I– I am cold.”

Vervain clicked her fingers. “Oh yes. Humans feel the cold, don't they?” She glanced across at the knight's clothes. They were still wet, of course. She went and retrieved the blanket. “Here,” she said. “This is yours, after all.”

Euphoné frowned, but she took the offered blanket and wrapped it about herself. It was warm with the ghost of Vervain's heat.

Vervain went over to the knight's tunic. She lifted it in one hand and with the other she kindled a gentle flame in her palm.

“What are you doing?” Euphoné demanded.

“Drying your tunic, of course,” said Vervain. “You don't want to wander the dungeon draped only in that blanket, do you?”

Euphoné said nothing. She drew the blanket closer to her. It was cosy and there was a scent she recognised. Vervain's scent. She smelled of some warm spice Euphoné struggled to remember. The demoness was still busy drying, so she risked bringing the hem to her nose. Ah yes. Cinnamon. The one luxury she had enjoyed with the other knights at the Festival of Midwinter, mixed with milk. It was quite pleasant, actually.

And so Euphoné was more than a little disappointed when Vervain returned with her tunic, now dry. Euphoné took the blanket off.

Vervain noticed she did not demand privacy, this time. Her skin was still wet and the demoness placed a hand over the knight's stomach.

Euphoné, startled, looked up at her.

“I'm just drying you,” said Vervain, amused. She willed her hand to grow warm and she drew it quickly and methodically over Euphoné's body. The knight let her, but looked away while she did it.

As soon as she was finished, Euphoné slipped on her tunic and then laced up her doublet. With her hair still wet the knight seemed younger, less fierce, more fragile. But when she went and examined her armour, she gave it a sharp kick.

“Useless,” she muttered.

“You don't need your armour,” said Vervain. “You have me, remember?”

The knight glanced at her. She did not smile, but the earlier irritation in her eyes did not return.

“We should get going,” she said.

She retrieved her sword and her blanket, but did not give it to Vervain, merely rolled it up and tied it to her pack.

Vervain got up and brushed the sand from her buttocks with a quick one-two sweep of her tail. Had Euphoné forgotten about the blanket? Well, it did not matter. She was happy to be free of the scratchy thing.

* * *

The stirge fell twitching to the ground. Euphoné drew her sword out of its body and Vervain doused it in fire.

“That's the last of them,” said the knight, drawing a hand over her glistening brow.

Vervain bent over, panting. “Carrion crawlers, shambling mounds and now stirges. Can't there be at least one room without any monsters in it?”

“Come on,” said Euphoné, clapping the demoness on the shoulder. “We have to keep going. The exit must not be far away, now.”

Vervain grinned. The exit. Soon she'd be free!

But as she watched the white-gold haired knight sprint ahead she felt a twinge of regret. Soon she'd be free. Was that not what she had wanted?

With her armour discarded, Euphoné had taken to running everywhere and Vervain had to fly to keep up with the knight's limitless energy. But now as she flapped her wings she felt a terrible languor fall over her. She flapped harder, rose a little into the air, then suddenly fell to her knees.

Euphoné stopped a short way down the corridor. What on earth was the demoness doing now? But when she saw Vervain slumped on the floor, she ran back, her face a mask of concern.

“What's the matter? Are you wounded?”

The demoness shook her head. “No,” she muttered. “I'm just... drained. The fire… it takes a lot of my energy.”

Euphoné sighed. “Well, I suppose we might enjoy a short respite.” She took a knee and considered the fork in the corridor before them.

Vervain kicked a path through the dead stirges and slumped against the stone wall, panting. “Not a single humanoid in this whole dungeon,” she muttered.

“Does that matter?” asked Euphoné. The demon, as usual, wasn't making any sense.

Vervain's chest continued to heave. “I… I need humanoids to feed,” she muttered.

Euphoné frowned. “Are you sure you're fine?”

The demoness nodded. “I… I'll be okay. I just need to rest, that's all.”

They'd been resting for a few minutes when Euphoné heard moaning from down the left corridor. She stood and drew her sword.

“Looks like our rest will have to wait,” she said.

The ghasts were on them in moments, three of them. Vervain barely had time to stumble to her feet. The fires in her palms sparked, then died.

“I'm out of energy!” she gasped.

“Don't tell me that!” Euphoné was surrounded by the undead, hacking down one which was quickly replaced by another, its mouth of broken-teeth drooling. She bashed it in the face with the hilt of sword as she kicked out at another trying to flank her. But she was outnumbered.

“Vervain!”

Vervain swung around. Her name? It was the first time the knight had used her name! But she had no time to muse over the fact. Euphoné was surrounded. Vervain delved deep, desperately searching for a hidden reserve of energy. She found it. Her hands burst into roaring flame and she sent a sheet across the massed undead. They squealed and burned very nicely.

“Careful,” gasped Euphoné, kicking apart a smouldering ghast. “That last spell almost fried me!”

Another ghast leaped out of the shadows from behind the knight. Vervain pulled her aside and blasted the creature with fire. An instant inferno, the ghast crashed to the floor of the dungeon and lay there, bubbling.

Euphoné was in her arms, staring at her. Vervain, with an awkward smile, let her arms drop.

“Sorry,” she said.

Euphoné shook her head. “You saved me again,” she said.

“Well,” said Vervain, a little insulted by the disbelief in the knight's voice. “Uh, we had an agreement, right?”

Euphoné nodded and a shy smile broke onto her lips. But then Vervain suddenly toppled forward and the knight just barely caught her.

“Vervain!”

“My name,” the demoness murmured. “You said my name again.”

Vervain's body was slack and Euphoné struggled to hold her up. She wasn't making any sense! “What's the matter? Are you wounded?”

“Hungry….” she whispered.

She was hungry? Euphoné looked around. Against the far wall the two ghasts she had killed lay in a jumble. “You feed on humanoids, right? Why don't you–”

Vervain shook her head feebly. “Can't,” she whispered. “Undead. No… no energy.”

Euphoné fought back panic. What were they going to do?

Moaning filled the corridor, echoing from the dark behind them. More ghasts!

Euphoné tried to steady the demoness on her feet. “We need to get out of here!”

Vervain pushed at the knight's chest feebly. “Can't,” she said. “No… no energy. Leave me.”

Euphoné scowled at her. “I'm not going to just leave you here!” With a grunt she hoisted the demoness over her shoulder and broke into a jog.

The glittering eyes of more ghasts filled the corridor to the left. Dozens of them!

Euphoné had no choice. She took the right corridor. A few feet down it and the floor grew slick and she lost her footing. With a cry she fell on her back and started to slide. She held onto Vervain, too weak to cry out herself, as the two of them skidded down the passage into pitch darkness.

* * *

Euphoné, gasping, opened her eyes. There was light everywhere around them. The dungeon seemed far away, a distant memory. Was she… was she dead? Was this paradise?

She tried to move. Her body burned with pain. Ah. The slide. This was not paradise.

She felt beside her. Something soft, moist to the touch. Quickly she rolled over.

Large eyes stared into hers. Beautiful eyes, despite their feline slits. Or maybe all the more beautiful because of them. But they were glassy, staring right through her.

Ice gripped Euphoné's chest. “Vervain?” She shook her gently.

“Hungry….” whispered the demon.

Relief flooded her. She was still alive!

“Shhh,” said Euphoné. “Do not try and move. I will see where we are.”

She sat up. Beauty filled her eyes, but indeed this was not paradise. They were still in the dungeon. They'd slid down into a natural cavern. The walls were all of faceted crystal, like the inside of a geode, capturing a glow which was coming from somewhere deeper into the cave. The light was a spectrum of green and red and yellow and blue and as she crawled forward the canvass of her pale skin shifted as though she was a living rainbow.

Water. There was water here, a deep pool, glittering. They'd landed on a strip of beach. But the light was coming from somewhere. Euphoné could feel a breeze on her face.

She returned to Vervain. “We are safe, Vervain. We must not be far from the outside. Just a short way to go. Why don't you try to–”

Vervain weakly lifted a hand. Euphoné took it.

“Can't...” she whispered again, but this time so soft that Euphoné could barely hear her voice. “Too… weak… Hungry.”

Euphoné looked about her in despair. “But there's no-one here!”

“Please...” Vervain's hand dropped away slackly. “Energy.”

“How? There's no-one...” Her voice dropped away. She was there. But how… how did a demoness feed?

She took out her knife. “Life-force, right? Blood? You drink blood?”

Vervain took hold of the knight's hand, poised with the blade over her arm. “No,” she whispered.

Her hand reached higher, to Euphoné's lips.

Ah. The knight understood then. Her breath!

She leaned down, her face close to Vervain's, feeling awkward. But how? How was she supposed to feed her her breath?

Euphoné exhaled. Her breath blew across Vervain's mouth and the demoness gasped. She lifted her head, sucked the air, then slumped back down. Euphoné leaned closer, breathing on her lips in a steady stream. Vervain gasped like a fish, but could draw little of the breath in.

The knight sighed. There was nothing else for it. She brought her lips against Vervain's and blew into her mouth.

The demoness's lips pushed back against hers. They were surprisingly soft. She breathed out more deeply. It was not her breath she wanted, was it, but her life-force?

Euphoné did not stop to think how losing part of her life-force would affect her. The demoness had expended the last of her energy saving her life and as a Knight of Aeovel she could do nothing short of paying her debt.

Vervain inhaled against her lips, sucking more in. She seemed to be growing stronger. The demoness reached for her. Euphoné tried to take her trembling hands in her own, but Vervain reached higher and cupped the knight's chin.

Vervain's hands were smooth and warm against her skin and Euphoné's heart ached. Ah, what was this melting feeling inside her? Her life-force… was it melting away?

She felt a familiar liquid surge below her waist. Her face burned with shame. She was melting there as well!

Pleasure flowed through her and she gasped. Vervain was not sucking at her lips now, but kissing her. Dazed, she kissed her back tentatively – it had been so long since she had kissed anyone. The demoness' lips grew firmer against hers. The tip of a forked tongue darted past her teeth, seeking her own.

Euphoné pulled away, gasping. Vervain's eyes could focus now, the irises alight like tongues of yellow flame. She smiled, a strangely shy smile, her expression fragile but for the fire in her eyes.

She licked at the their shared moisture bedewing her lips. “Delicious,” she murmured.

Euphoné blinked at her. “Delicious?”

“Your energy,” said Vervain. She eased herself into a sitting position. “And potent! Even such a small drop and I can feel it burning inside me, right here.”

The demoness pressed her hands against her chest, between her large breasts, and the knight, flushing, turned away.

“I– I am pleased you feel better.”

Vervain took her hands and Euphoné turned back. The demoness' violet eyes glistened. Her chest was heaving and when the demoness pulled the knight's hands to her Euphoné felt how hot her skin was.

“Do you feel that?” whispered Vervain. “My heart. You've set it beating again.”

Euphoné blinked. “My life-force did that?”

Vervain shook her head and laughed. “Oh, the energy I took from you was not your life-force, my darling. Orgone is what I feed on.”

“Orgone?”

Vervain lifted the knight's hands to her lips and kissed her fingertips. “Sexual energy. And I'm still hungry.”

“No, no,” muttered Euphoné, shaking her head as Vervain took her shoulders and gently pushed her back onto the sand. “No, I–”

“Shh,” said Vervain. “You don't have to lie. I can smell the orgone flooding out of you.” Her eyes grew coquettish. “Am I really so attractive to you?”

Euphoné made no reply, and when Vervain leaned closer she feebly tried again to push her away.

Vervain took the knight's hands and drew them down onto the curve of her breasts. Euphoné gasped.

“For such a strong knight you're not really putting up a fight,” murmured Vervain. She closed her eyes. “A woman's hands! Ah, even a knight's hands are soft.”

“But, but I–”

Vervain, her eyes still closed, brought her face close. “You'll have to show me what to do,” she whispered. “I've never lain with a woman before.”

Euphoné's heart leapt. “Never?”

“No,” she breathed.

Euphoné senses reeled at the soft heaviness of Vervain's breasts, the sweet scent her skin was giving off. Her mind and her body were melting away! But still she hesitated.

Why should she fight against this desire? Wasn't it what she wanted? Wasn't she just as hungry as Vervain was now? Didn't she want to taste the source of that gorgeous scent?

Euphoné's pride vied with her shame, but the struggle did not last long. She slipped her arms around the demoness' slim torso and drew her down until their mouths came together. Vervain's eyes went wide, and when Euphoné playfully licked her tongue against the demoness's lips she gasped.

“Ah! Your orgone. The flavour is so different from a male's!”

“Shh,” Euphoné murmured against her mouth. “That is but a little taste. I will feed you all the energy you could desire.”

She rolled the demoness onto her back and swung herself astride her. Vervain was taller than her, it was true, but drained of her energy she was strangely lighter than before. The demoness's new-found submissiveness excited her and Euphoné leaned down and kissed her with a hungry mouth.

Euphoné's tongue dipped deeply into the sweet heat and Vervain intercepted the girl's agile tongue with her own.

Ah, so here was that brave and energetic knight she knew! But this was a kiss. A demoness seldom had reason to kiss. When feeding, sometimes a human might wake and seek out her lips, but she had always found it an amusing distraction from harvesting the sweet pure energy of male seed. But now, as the knight kissed her, Vervain felt Euphoné's orgone filling her, flooding her body along with their mingled saliva. She clutched at Euphoné, felt the roughness of her doublet against her naked breasts. Her hands slipped down the knight's back, clawing at the material as she burned with liquid fire. The material – she hated it! She wished to feel Euphoné's bare skin, that beautiful ice-pale skin she had seen before, pressed against her own.

Euphoné unlaced her doublet and slid it off her shoulders, then reached down and lifted the hem of her tunic up until it bunched around her middle. Vervain's hands fell upon the now-bare skin of the knight's waist, caressed it.

Ah, but there was still material there – the waistband of her underwear. Vervain slipped her hands over it, followed the smooth tone of the muscular buttocks underneath and squeezed.

It was Euphoné's turn to gasp. She pulled away, reached back and tugged the waistband down with Vervain's help. Then she returned to kissing the demoness, drawing her lips across the ridge of her slender jaw and down the soft valley of her neck.

“Ah!” Vervain had abandoned Euphoné's underwear around her knees, greedy to feel the newly-bared smoothness of her skin. Her fingers danced up her legs from the cusps behind her knees, along the back of her thighs and over the gorgeous curve of her buttocks. Her fingers slid around them and found a boiling wetness waiting for her.

Euphoné cried out. Vervain's fingers slid into her and sent a jolt of pleasure blazing along her spine. Inflamed, the knight's kisses dipped lower, becoming bites as she fed on the smooth glossiness of the demoness' skin.

Vervain bit her lip and struggled to keep herself from moaning. Oh, so this was how another woman's kisses felt! Euphoné's lips were so soft, yet hungry, too, and knew where another woman wished to be touched. Her kisses followed the curve of one breast and then the other, teasing her, leaving her nipples untouched.

But when Euphoné's lips slid over a nipple at last and plunged it into a world of molten heat, Vervain could no longer hold back her cries. The desperate excitement in them set Euphoné alight and she wrestled the nipple in her mouth with her tongue and grazed it with gentle teeth.

“Oh gods, oh gods!” Vervain cried out, entwining her fingers in the knight's hair.

Euphoné chuckled deep in her throat. She let the nipple pop wetly from her mouth and trailed her tongue along the whole centre of Vervain's body, leaving it to linger at last in the charming depression of her navel. She slipped the tip in, dipping it lightly, and Vervain cried out again. The knight felt the demon's thighs parting, that involuntary movement of girls who wished to be fully taken.

A final lick and Euphoné turned from teasing. Her hands on Vervain's knees, she gently parted her legs further. Beneath the coppery V of her fiery pubic hair, the demoness was awash. Her lips, startlingly pink against her black skin, were open and glistening. Euphoné could not resist teasing her one last time – or was it herself she was teasing? – and hesitated, her face buried between the demoness' wide-open thighs with her lips just inches from her sex.

Vervain's pants grew shallower, more rapid. Euphoné moved closer, admiring her beauty. She truly was perfectly formed, and the spicy clean scent from the slick dew covering her was thickly narcotic.

Vervain lifted herself up on her elbows, face flushed, her eyes desperate.

Euphoné grinned. That was the look she had wanted to see. She would teach this wicked demoness the error of her earlier impudence!

Her blue eyes glued to the demoness's violet ones, Euphoné slid out her tongue and brushed the tip just above her swollen cleft. Vervain gave a little cry and fell back.

It was no use. Euphoné had wanted to bully her further, but the scent was too delicious for her to hold back. She slid her tongue over Vervain's hard button, pressing it down and sending the demoness' impassioned voice echoing across the cavern.

The flavour! Euphoné had never tasted anything quite like it. Sweet and savoury, so like and yet unlike a human woman's intimate juices, she felt her blood turn to fire as the rich flavour filled her mouth and the fragrance her nostrils. The slick tunnel beneath promised more of that intoxicating dew and hungrily she burrowed her eager tongue deep into Vervain's sex.

Drool spilling from the side of her mouth, Vervain stared up at the glittering crystals spread across the roof of the cavern. Oh gods, oh gods! She had never known feeding could feel this way! That swollen tension as she bounced herself on a human's stiff erection, that itchy need which rubbing her clit against his wiry pubic hair as he pierced her would only partly assuage…. This was so different! The passion boiling up in her was like magma, filling her to overflowing.

Ah, the energy! It was flooding her in pulses, springing along her spine from where Euphoné's exquisite tongue was dancing all over her. Vervain gripped Euphonés head, wishing she could open her legs wider, wanting more of that amazing tongue, more!

The demoness' fingers were squeezing her scalp, but Euphoné paid them no heed. The pain sublimated to pleasure as she delved her fingers between her own legs, finding herself a mess of stickiness there. She plunged her fingers inside herself, left her thumb to slip over her slick button in time with her licking. Her fingers grew quickly soaked and a dreamy pleasure spread throughout her as Vervain's aphrodisiac juices numbed her mind.

Vervain felt herself growing close, but she would not allow herself that final desperate eruption of her building tension. Behind her own soft cries and panting she could hear Euphoné's delighted murmurs, the wet sound of her fingers, and she desired to return the pleasure she was being given.

With a supreme act of will, Vervain pulled herself up onto her elbows. Euphoné, in surprise, lifted her face from between the demoness' splayed-open legs. Her eyes were hooded, her lips swollen and sticky.

Grinning, Vervain pushed the knight onto her back. Euphoné's fingers, wet with her juices, slid out of her and Vervain hungrily replaced them with her long forked tongue.

She had often sampled the delicious seed of a human man, delighted in the thick musk and saltiness, but the strong feminine fragrance and wild spiciness of Euphoné's sex was new and exquisitely exciting. Her lips and chin quickly grew wet with her fragrant juices, but Euphoné only permitted her the briefest of tastes before she curled herself around and took hold of Vervain's waist.

The demoness knew what she wanted. A few awkward moments later, she was straddling Euphoné's face. The knight pulled her down and Vervain quickly felt lips of liquid fire once again glide over her, followed first by one and then another slick finger slipping into her.

Vervain bit back a cry, her whole lower half shivering, and smothered her face between the knight's thighs.

Euphoné could not longer contain herself. As the demoness' amateurish but eager tongue delved within her she felt the crests of the waves of pleasure washing over her growing closer and closer together. She buried her mouth against Vervain, desiring to bring her to her climax at the same time.

The demoness arched her neck, crying out, her tail whipping the air. There was no going back. She ground her hips forward and Euphoné took her shivering button between her lips.

With a scream Vervain came. Overflowing orgone poured through her, wracking her body in pleasure, from the pinions of her wings to the tip of her tail. The demoness's entire body shuddered, and Euphoné's mouth was suddenly inundated by a rich flood of her juices. She swallowed, salty-sweetness flooding her senses, and when the base of Vervain's tongue scoured desperately across her clit, she came as well.

Shuddering, her mind went white and every thought dissolved, everything except for the incredible softness of the demoness's sex glued to her lips, the thick richness filling her mouth, the wet sand against her neck and her bare buttocks, Vervain's mouth and tongue basting her in a paradise of wet fire.

Vervain held on as Euphoné climaxed, the human's shuddering thighs squeezing her head, the hard button of her sex spasming against her lips. Orgone spilled from her in waves and soon Vervain's every nerve was saturated to repletion.

And then, with a final shudder, it was over. Vervain collapsed, shivering, and rolled off the knight, who lay there, hands and feet curling up like a baby as the final waves of ecstasy swirled through her.

Vervain slid her arms under Euphoné's armpits, pulled her closer, kissed her exhausted and bruised lips as the two of them lay there on the wet sand, breathing out the last of their shared pleasure.

“Is… is love between females always like this?” whispered Vervain at last.

Euphoné was silent for a moment and the demoness thought she had not heard her, but then she opened her eyes. Tears filled them, mirroring the blue of their source, reflecting the rainbow of the light still playing across them.

“No,” she said. “No, it is not.” And she squeezed the demoness closer to her, as though she never wanted to let her go.

* * *

“I suppose we should get on our way,” said Vervain at last. She gave an immense stretch, exhilarating in the pure orgone still washing through her body and glanced across at the knight.

Euphoné had said little since their love-making and the demoness worried that she regretted what had happened.

Euphoné fingers fell on the gemstone nestling on her chest.

“What's the matter?”  asked Vervain.

“I shall release you,” said the knight. She drew the necklace from around her neck.

Vervain took her hand. “No. I won't allow it.”

Euphoné frowned. “After all we have shared I cannot keep you enslaved any longer!”

“Well, I appreciate that,” said the demoness, grinning. “But I still have to get you out of this dungeon, right?”

“The exit is not far from here,” said Euphoné. “You have fulfilled your part of our agreement.”

Vervain took hold of Euphoné's chin and leaned down and kissed her.

Euphoné sighed. “What was that for?”

“You take everything so seriously,” said Vervain. “It's adorable. But this time you have to let it go.” She sat down on the sand beside her. “If you destroy the gem now, I'll be banished. That means I'll go straight back to hell. And… well, I'm an Agathos Daemon. We have responsibilities. I… I won't be able to see you again.”

Euphoné's chest turned to ice. “Never again?”

Vervain shrugged. “Hey, I have no problems with mortals. It's your god who seems to have a problem with demons. Well, not just that. The infernal authorities won't permit me to do whatever I want, no matter how much I desire it.”

“You wish to stay with me?” Euphoné's lips trembled.

Vervain nodded. “I do. Well, that is, if you have space for a demon in your party.”

The ice lifted from Euphoné's heart. She got to her feet. “Very well,” she said. “Then why are we lingering here? Let us be off!”

Vervain, hiding a smile behind a taloned hand, let the knight lead her across the sand.

* * *

The door glittered before them, a mass of glowing sigils.

“Looks magical,” said Vervain.

Euphoné clucked her tongue. “You are jesting, right?”

Vervain grinned. “Guilty.” She ran a hand over the surface. “This thing needs a key. We can't just break through it.”

Euphoné slumped against the wall of the corridor. “So all of this has been for naught?” She ran a hand across her face and then shifted her sword-belt. “Very well. We will find another exit, then.”

“Not so fast,” said Vervain. She drew her hand through the air and a key appeared in it, as though drawn from the air itself.

Euphoné gasped. “Magic!”

“Well yes,” said Vervain. “Demoness' don't have pockets so it's very necessary.”

“But where did you get it?”

Vervain grinned. “I found it on Ondskap's body and pocketed it while you weren't looking.” Then, at the knight's scowl, she added, “Well, back then I didn't know if I could trust you to keep your side of the bargain either. Humans do have a bad reputation, you know.”

Euphoné was about to say more, but the mischievous expression on Vervain's face melted her annoyance. “Hand me the key.”

Vervain shook her head. “Like I said, the door's magical. Let me.” She turned and put the key in the slot.

A great grinding echoed through the room. Dust shifted above them. Vervain stepped back as the key was drawn into the door and the shuddering grew stronger.

“What's happening?” shouted Euphoné over the noise.

Vervain frowned. “Ondskap's last trick, I fear.” She drew next to the knight. “Stay close.”

There was an ear-splitting crack and the ceiling of the outer corridor collapsed with a thunderous crash, spilling dust into the room. Vervain grabbed Euphoné and dragged her to the door.

She placed her hands on the door and closed her eyes.

“Vervain?”

The ceiling above them shuddered.

Vervain grimaced. Light spilled from her hands. The door shifted, then opened a crack, just enough for someone to squeeze through.

Vervain turned to the knight. “Alright,” she said. “You fir–”

Another crack cut her off. A great chunk of the ceiling above them shifted and then, in a flood of dust, collapsed. Euphoné was thrown from her feet and cried out in terror.

Choking dust filled the room. Blinded, Euphoné struggled to her feet, her lungs burning, her eyes streaming.

“Vervain! Vervain!”

Her hands found a familiar softness and she rubbed her sleeves across her eyes. Vervain was there, her black skin yellow with dust, her face a rictus of pain.

“Vervain?”

“Go!” the demoness gasped.

Euphoné looked up through the veil of settling dust and her own tears. Vervain, her eyes blazing with violet fire, the muscles on her arms and neck coiled, was holding up the great stone ceiling.

“Go!” she gasped. “I can't... hold this up… for long!”

“No!” cried Euphoné.

Vervain glared at her. “Why are you... so stubborn? We don't…. both have to... die!”

With a gasp Euphoné suddenly remembered. The gem! She tore it from around her neck and held it up.

Vervain scowled. “What are you doing?”

Tears filled Euphoné's eyes. “Like you said. We don't both have to die. Goodbye, my dearest Vervain.”

And with that she smashed she necklace down onto the floor.

The gemstone chipped, but did not shatter. Euphoné looked up. Vervain was still there. She shifted her feet and another cloud of dust came spilling down over them.

In desperation, Euphoné smashed the gem down again and again. But it refused to break. She began to weep.

But then something pushed her back onto her feet. Vervain's wing!

The demoness smiled.

“Goodbye, Euphoné. Forgive me.”

A spear of fire flashed past Euphoné's ear. The door at her back splintered and Vervain, with a sweep of her wing, sent the knight sprawling backwards through the doorway. Sunlight spilled over her. She scrambled onto her feet in time to see Vervain, still holding the ceiling up, grin at her despite the agony on her face. Then the slab she was holding up shifted and with a shuddering crash it collapsed and she vanished in an avalanche of dust and stone.

Euphoné raced to the doorway. Rock choked it now, fine dust billowing from the tiny cracks. Tears streaming from her eyes, she bunched her hands into fists and smashed them down again and again on the stone.

“Vervain!” she cried. “You fool! You stupid demon! Damn you! Damn you!”

She fell to her knees. She was still holding the necklace. It was chipped. She cradled it, weeping, as the light hidden in its depths flickered and then died.

* * *

Euphoné turned the necklace over in her hands. She looked up at the ceiling of her room. She had recovered from her injuries, the healers had said, but the healing of her heart would take time.

She brought the gem to her lips.

“Goodnight, Vervain,” she murmured. She placed the necklace under her pillow and blew out the candle.

Sleep never came quickly to her any more. She would lay there, in the dark, her heart heavy, so heavy she couldn't move.

Wait. No, there was something pressing down on her. A nightmare?

She struggled to move her arms. Her hand brushed something. She felt the familiar shape of the gemstone, its tiny chip. Vervain. Her memory gave her the strength to fight these demons of her own mind.

She drew it out and red light flooded the room. Euphoné suddenly found herself staring into violet eyes, glittering like amethysts under the light spilling out of the gemstone. The yellow slits narrowed and the mouth of sharp white teeth below them slid open in a wide grin.

“Vervain!” she gasped.

“Good morning,” she said. “Wow. You sleep really heavy, you know that?”

Euphoné blinked at the familiar beautiful face hovering over her. “Is this a dream?” she whispered.

Vervain shook her head and chuckled. “No, a nightmare.” She sighed. “Literally. I got demoted.”

Euphoné reached up, felt the familiar smooth warmth of the demoness' body. “You're… you're real!”

Vervain snorted. “Of course I am. The chip you made was just enough to send me back, although I was pretty beat up. I lost a few levels – not powerful enough to stay an Agathos Daemon, so they knocked me down to Nightmare.” She waved her hands in Euphoné's face. “Boo!” She sighed. “It's taking a bit of getting used to.”

Euphoné burst into tears and drew the demoness to her. Her lips were hot, the tongue behind them wet and hotter still, too real to be a dream or a nightmare.

Vervain pulled away, gasping. “Oh, I missed that.” Her eyes drifted to the gemstone. “I'm glad you kept that thing. It means you can enslave me again.”

Euphoné, tears in her eyes, shook her head. “Why on earth would I want to do that?”

Vervain laughed. “You've got no choice!” She placed Euphoné's hand, still clutching the gemstone, between her breasts. “You see, I'm already bonded to you, milady, heart and soul.”


"The Paledrake's Promise" by Nathan Ravenwood

Tael didn't know why Janess was always so randy after hunting. To say that the paledrake got a sexual thrill out of it was false – she was always focused on their quarry while they worked. It was only afterwards that she got frisky. His current theory was that she was just wanted to give vent to the adrenaline energy in her body, and the easiest way to do that was to suck or fuck it out.

Not that he was complaining. Sure, the bark pressed against his back may have been rough and unyielding, but Janess's long tongue on his cock was soft, and very delightful indeed. They were still a good half mile from the Hunter camp, tucked into the lee of a tree. Tael's pants were down to his knees and Janess was paying extra attention to the tip of his maleness, being careful with her sharp teeth. Her slender fingers stroked his shaft slowly, making him squirm from the warring sensations. She looked up at him as she worked, her eyes having that smug look in them they always did when she blew him. It drove Tael crazy, and after only a few more moments he tightened his fingers around her one intact horn. She hummed appreciatively, and Tael closed his eyes and let his head fall against the tree. His hips shuddered as the paledrake took him deeper into her mouth. Then he was moaning her name as his cock jerked and his climax coated the inside of her mouth. Janess breathed through her nose and swallowed in time with his orgasm. Tael leaned more of his weight against the tree as it became harder for him to stand, grabbing a low-hanging branch to steady himself.

When his release had passed, Janess gave the elf a few more licks to clean his cock off, then let it fall from her mouth. She wiped her lips and smirked up at him – she never really smiled without there being an air of smugness behind it. “Been loving that spice Gwynn puts in her cooking, have we? I can taste it.”

Tael laughed as he pulled his pants up. “I can't help it. It's not native to the Isles and it's so delicious.”

Janess got to her feet, her eyes level with Tael's. “Well, it makes your jizz taste weird. Not in a bad way, just... odd.”

“Tell that to Gwynn, I'm sure she'd love to hear it.”

Janess stuck her tongue out at him. It was long and forked, and she could curl it just so around his erection to hit every sensitive spot. “Yeah, sure.”

Tael swatted her playfully. “Come on, Alicia's going to be cross. We should have been back an hour ago.”

“Oh, look at you, Mister Serious.” Janess shouldered her pack and passed his to him.

“Hey, it's the harvest festival,” Tael pointed out. “All the homesteaders will be there. Alicia's been taking this seriously. Apparently there's supposed to be some royals from the capital here tonight.”

“That so?” Janess said. She started trekking away in the direction of the settlement. “Maybe I'll have to introduce myself to them properly. Give 'em a proper Hunter's welcome.”

Tael caught up to her and walked alongside her. “What, sit under the banquet table and give them all head?”

Janess feigned shock. “Mister Tael, I would never debase myself in such a way!” She stuck out her tongue again. “I'd merely use my hands.”

The two of them laughed, but it felt sour to Tael. While he and Janess weren't officially together, it was no secret that the two of them were sleeping together. They had been since the day he had stumbled into camp with her in tow, both of them tired and weary after fleeing from beasts through the forest. That had been almost almost a year ago.

There were rumors swirling about the camp that he wasn't her only partner. The idea irked him. He'd denied his jealousy for a long time, but a few months ago had finally admitted to himself the reason why.

I love her.

It was something he wasn't used to. He'd lived almost a hundred years, nowhere near as long as some other elves. Janess was forty-five, an adult by her species standards and about the same relative age as him. No elf back in the Isles had ever turned his head like the brash, rough and tumble paledrake. His time on the Isles was another life, though, one that he'd long left behind him. Being around Janess – hunting with her, drinking with her, getting into eating contests with her – was a delight he hadn't experienced in a long time. And that was to say nothing of the sex; sometimes rough and wild, sometimes gentle and romantic, but always good.

Tael snuck glances at her as they walked. She was the same height as him, but less lanky. Her upper body was wiry and muscular. Her belly was smooth and her legs were those of a runner, befitting her role as the dealer of the killing blow while Hunting. Her scales were sleek and snakelike, an off-white during the day that caught the moonlight at night and almost made her glow. Her left horn was broken halfway along its length, near the top of her head. A dire wolf's claws had left her with three long scars that began on the left side of her neck and traveled down into her chest armor, went across her breast and ended at her hip. Her arms, legs, and torso were marred with other scars, some big and some small, but he thought nothing of them. Tael knew other males in the camp preferred their women soft and unblemished, and that was their prerogative. But Janess radiated power and a raw, primal sexuality that he found himself drawn to.

It was her eyes that he liked the most, though. They were a pale blue tinged with gray, with a slit pupil down the middle. They were the most expressive part of the paledrake. Tael liked how they sparkled when they were bantering, the cold intensity they got when they Hunted, the warmth in them when they made love, the “I know you love it when I'm naughty” look when she blew him.

His cock began to stir as he thought of her blowing him, and he pushed the thought away. There would be a time for that again later, after what he was planning on doing tonight.

* * *

They avoided any ire from Huntmaster Alicia as they strode through the open gates of the settlement. Tael saw her shaved head among those in a small group of people dressed in fine livery – the party of nobles.

“Look at all that bloody trimming,” Janess murmured. “Just one of those coats could feed a village for a week.”

“No kidding,” Tael said. “Come on, let's get this stuff to Quarter and go get changed.”

The two of them deposited their carvings off at the Quartermaster's office, who appraised their work. The life of a Hunter was relatively simple – get a target, go kill it, carve off the useful bits (the meat, the bones, the claws, and so on), bring them back, get paid, then take a day off to celebrate not dying. Most Hunters worked in groups of two to six, and congregated in small settlements headed by a Huntmaster who oversaw everything. They were vital to the expansion of livable territory in the north of Ciraglia. Tael, Janess, and every other Hunter risked their lives to keep wyverns, dire wolves, sablewings, and much worse away from expanding villages. The harvest festival was to celebrate the coming of Turn, before Frost brought ice and snow.

After getting paid (“Only two gold for all that!” Janess grumbled) the two of them returned to their tents, conveniently placed side by side. Tael shucked off his armor, and sighed as he peeled his undershirt off his sweaty torso. He balled it up and dropped it atop his armor – he'd clean everything up tomorrow. He donned a clean shirt, a simple orange garment with short sleeves, and changed out of his rough wolfshide pants into soft cotton ones. They weren't exactly dressy, but Hunters rarely had need for such things. The boots stayed, though. They were lined with the fur of a lynx that he'd hunted upon arriving on the mainland, and were mighty comfortable.

He opened the trunk that held his possessions and grabbed the small wooden box within. Once, when he'd been beholden to a lord, it had held a signet ring. It had been empty for some time, but now it held a small ring he'd carved from a yew branch, and had the camp's blacksmith set a teardrop-shaped sapphire in. He'd etched words into the side with the point of his hunting knife, lines from an ancient poem traditionally recited by elven lovers.

Tael looked over his handiwork for a moment, then closed the box and dropped it into his pocket. He could stare a wyvern that was four times the size of a horse in the eye and fight it off with a knife if he had to. He could do this easily enough.

* * *

“Three cheers for the Huntmaster!”

Alicia rose from her place at the head of the long banquet table and accepted the toast with a gracious bow. She then leaned back and drained her entire mug of ale in one go, to uproarious applause.

“I'd pay someone money to have a go at out-drinking her,” Janess said, nudging Tael. “Not that I'd expect them to beat her.”

Tael had lost count of how many mugs of ale she'd had, though Janess was able to hold her alcohol better than anyone else he knew. He'd kept himself to one, trying to figure out the best way to approach her. The banquet was in full swing, food and wine being consumed by the reveling hunters at an alarming rate along tables set up in the open areas of the camp. The moon was full, hanging high over the gathering.

“They look like they're having a good time,” Tael said.

“Who?” Janess asked, lapping at her drink.

He pointed. The gathering of nobles were more drunk than any of the Hunters, all of them doubled over laughing at something Alicia had just said. Tael watched the lone woman among them take a generous sip of whatever she was drinking, then cast a glance to her left. Tael followed her gaze and saw she was looking at the exposed, sweaty chest of a Hunter named Gar, who had just returned from hefting a keg of ale over to the noble's table. Gar caught the noblewoman looking, and made a show of turning around slowly and walking back to his sister Raga. Tael chuckled as he saw the noblewoman take a breath and another long swig of ale.

Janess had seen it too. “Someone's wanting,” she said, gesturing to the noblewoman.

Tael nodded. “Janess, I-”

“Janess!” Volunn, a vulpine Anthra, swaggered over to the two of them and leaned down between them, putting his furred arms on their shoulders. “Enjoying everything? Tael, you too?”

Tael rolled his eyes. “Just fine, Volunn, thanks.”

“Everything's spot on tonight, Volunn,” Janess said. She raised her glass. “You made some good shit this time.”

Volunn laughed and produced a pitcher. “Good to hear! Want more?”

“Fuck yes!” Janess looked on hungrily as the Anthra topped off her mug.

“What about you, Tael?”

He shook his head. “I'm good. Thanks.”

“Suit yourself, lightweight.” Tael was about to retort when Volunn stood upright, his ears swiveling to and fro. “Oop, Alicia's waving me over, got to go!” He darted off, heading for the leader's table. He called over his shoulder. “Janess, want to have that discussion in about fifteen minutes or so?”

“Of course!”

Volunn grinned, then spun and hurried to Alicia's side. Tael glowered after him until Janess nudged him. “Ah, come on, Tael, he's not so bad.”

“He's a prick. Lightweight indeed.” As if to prove the Anthra wrong he picked up his drink and drained it.

“There you go!” Janess said.

Tael set his mug back on the table. “What are you and him discussing?”

“I had some suggestions for his next batch of ales. I think he should try...”

Janess went off on a tangent about ales for a while, which Tael only half paid attention to. He was far more enraptured by the way she lit up about the things she was passionate about, that sparkle in her eyes that was equal parts drink and passion. Or maybe that was just the ale.

“Oy, Tael, you alright?”

Tael felt everything snap back into focus. Janess was looking at him curiously. “You kind of zoned out there for a bit.”

He took a breath and steeled himself. “Could I talk to you for a bit?”

Janess nodded. “Aye, sure. Pick the place.”

“Follow me.” Tael got up from the bench, leaving his empty mug behind. Janess took hers, still sipping from it. Tael led her away from the party, threading through groups of Hunters clustered around fires with more food and drink. He led her to a secluded corner of the camp, near where two of the walls met. In the lee of the walls was a small garden. Most of the plants were used by the cooks – tomatoes, potatoes, carrots and such - but there was a rosebush that one of them tended to.

Tael ran his hand over the roses, careful of the thorns. He closed the other one around the box in his pocket. Janess stopped behind him. “What's on your mind, Tael?” she asked.

He turned to her. Janess's shirt was one she had borrowed from Gar, and it hung off her frame somewhat. One of her shoulders was visible, the scales catching the moonlight. She looked curious, and more than a bit apprehensive, which was unusual. He only ever saw her look like that when they were facing down beasts.

“I've been doing some thinking lately,” he began. “About my life.”

“Careful,” Janess said, sipping her ale. “That often leads to some bad decisions.”

Tael laughed once, without much humor. “Indeed. I was thinking about how it's been just over a year since we met. Nine months since you left your tribe behind and came to be a Hunter. It doesn't seem like such a long time, does it?”

Janess shook her head. “Time flies when you're having fun.”

“Exactly. This last year has been something... delightful. I found it hard coming up with the exact word to describe it, but delightful is the right one, I think. It was only after you came here that I really started feeling like I belonged. We were two strangers in a strange world. And I think that we've really come far, the two of us.”

She nodded. “I'd say so, yes. Where exactly are you going with this?”

Tael moved closer to her. “To be honest, I didn't quite know myself for a long time. You and I have been sleeping together for a decent amount of time. Long enough that I find myself wondering how I ever had sex with anyone else.”

Janess chuckled. “The same way you do with me, duh.”

Tael swallowed, and powered through the rest of what he had to say. “But there's more to it, I realized recently. Much more. I care for you deeply, and I just wanted to ask something of you.” He looked down as he took the box out of his pocket and held it in his hands for a moment, then opened the box to reveal the ring. “I was wondering if you'd-”

Janess burst out laughing.

Tael looked up at her. The paledrake looked like she was having a hysterical fit, as if she'd just seen the funniest thing in the world. Her laugh was loud and boisterous, and she doubled over after a moment, still howling with laughter. The elf just stood here, ring box in hand, and stared.

After a good minute of her laughing, Janess stood up straight again, wiping at her eyes. “Hoo boy, Tael, I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I just... hoo!” She took a long swig of her ale. “Spirits, if I wasn't tipsy it'd only be half as funny, hahaha!”

A chill flowed through Tael's body. “I'm sorry, I'm a little lost.”

Slowly, Janess stood upright again. She was still smiling broadly, but her expression froze when she met his gaze. Slowly, her smile faded, and realization showed in her eyes. “Oh. Oh spirits, you were serious, weren't you?” Tael remained still. A look of horror dawned on Janess's face. “Oh dear.”

It was at that precise moment that Volunn rounded the corner of the tent row near them. “Hey, Janess!” he called. “Where are you? I was hoping that after we talked about the ales and such you could show me the rest of those tricks you can do with your tongue on a man's...” The Anthra took notice of them and trailed off. “Cock.”

Janess snarled and hurled her mug at Volunn. Despite her level of inebriation it was a perfect shot, cracking him right on the tip of his tail. The Anthra yelped. “Get out of here, you!” she growled. “This is a really bad time for this!”

“Actually, it seems like a perfect time,” Tael muttered, his voice flat and angry. “I'll leave you two to it.”

Janess took a step towards him. “Tael, please, I honestly thought you were joking with me.”

He took a step away. “Apparently I was joking with myself.”

“Tael, love, please, I can explain.” Her expression was soft, pleading. “I thought...I thought we both were on the same page about what's between us.”

“I don't want to hear it!” Tael yelled. “I don't want to hear it, Janess! Just...” He took a step back, the ring box falling from his trembling fingers. “Just.” Then he turned and stalked off, hands clenching as he strode away from the paledrake.

“Tael, wait!” Janess called out. “Please, just hear me out!”

Tael broke into a run. He heard Volunn say something indistinct, and Janess's snarled response of “Oh, fuck off, Volunn.” He almost stopped, but the torrent of emotions tugging at his heart drove him onward. He wove through those who had strayed from the party towards the festival, needing to be away from everything, needing to be free. He ignored everyone who tried to stop him, and ran right out the main gates into the night.

Outside, he caught his breath for a moment. Movement to his right drew his eye. He saw the noblewoman from earlier, pressed against the trunk of a tree by Gar. The two were kissing deeply, hands wandering towards intimate areas. Tael gritted his teeth and sprinted away, keeping his head angled towards the ground so he couldn't see where he was going. It didn't matter.

He ran until he couldn't any more. He was still weary from hunting the wyvern that afternoon. He'd intended to spend the night - and most of the next day, if he could - in bed with Janess. But that was off the table, it seemed. Everything was off the table.

After a while of wandering without paying attention, Tael heard the gentle sound of running water. He looked to his right to see a stream flowing down towards a lake. Dimly, the pragmatic part of him called on his mental map of the region. The lake didn't even have a name, it was just a place where they sometimes drew water for cooking and cleaning. Tael followed the stream to the bed of the lake, then clambered up an oak rooted on the bank.

It was only when he was high up, legs straddling a branch, that he allowed himself to cry.

Tael couldn't even remember the last time he'd wept. He bowed his head and didn't bother fighting. Big, heavy tears ran down his cheeks and dripped onto the bark of the tree branch. He knew he was strong enough to move past this. His life was long, and there would be others that would come down the line.

But why did this one hurt so much?

Get yourself together, he tried to chide himself. You were an assassin once, Goddess be damned. You've always killed things for a living. Elves, humans, beasts, what does it matter? But when she rejects you, you flee into the woods like a child having a tantrum. You shouldn't be this broken over getting rejected.

And yet here I am.

Tael didn't know how much time went by. It could've been ten minutes, or an hour. He just allowed himself the moment of emotion. He knew it would only be worse if he held it all in.

It was just as he was starting to calm down that he heard her. “Tael! Tael! Where are you, damn it?”

He looked down. Janess burst through the undergrowth, holding her staff tight in one hand. Her face was wild and panicked. “Tael, please! I'm so fucking sorry! I never wanted to hurt you!”

She tilted her head back, and it took Tael a moment to realize she was trying to catch his scent. She'd tracked him all the way here. It wasn't as if he'd left a hard trail to follow. After a moment, she made an angry noise and kicked at the bank, sending soil and roots up into the air. “Fuck!” She leaned on her staff, breathing heavily. He could see her fingers trembling with the force of her grip. “Tael, please,” she said. “Please. I fucked up. If you're around here, somewhere, and you can hear me, please come out. It's not you, it's me. It's all me. I should have...I should have talked with you a long time ago.”

The spiteful part of him wanted to stay silent, watch her, and wait for her to leave. But this wasn't just anyone. This was Janess. For better or worse, Tael knew he'd have to talk with her. Their tents were next to each other, after all.

He slid off the tree branch and used the branches to reach the ground. Janess spun around as he landed. She let out a breath and closed her eyes. “Oh, thank the spirits you didn't do anything stupid.”

Tael stayed a distance away from her. “Why did you think I was kidding, Janess?” he asked.

The paledrake butted her head against her staff a few times. “Because you'd never done anything like that before, Tael.” She opened her eyes and stared across the space between them. “From that first night our entire relationship has been about camaraderie and casual sex. At least, that's what I thought. Tonight was the first inkling I ever had that you felt something more for me, I swear. You really caught me off-guard.”

“But all those rumors are true? You've really been sleeping around the camp?” Janess nodded slowly. Tael threw up his arms. “And here I thought it was everyone else trying to get a rise out of me!”

“You never explicitly said that you wanted this to just be between us, Tael,” Janess said. “At least not that I can remember.”

She wasn't wrong. “I thought it was implied,” Tael said. “I mean, you've never said anything to the contrary either.”

Janess grimaced. “And that's my fault. I shouldn't have assumed anything. Most of my other partners have always been fine with it.” She sighed. “What a fucking mess. You were going to ask me if I was willing to marry you, right?”

Tael nodded.

“Ah.”

Tael frowned. “I don't like the sound of that.”

Janess yanked her staff out of the dirt and held it by her side. “I... well, I don't do monogamy, Tael.” She didn't say anything else for a moment, looking as though she was trying to come up with an  explanation. “Like I said, it's not you, it's me. I don't like being...tethered like that.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Janess looked back at him. “Just that. I don't do monogamy. I'm not...” She trailed off, suddenly finding the trunk of a nearby tree fascinating. “Spirits, this is hard to say without sounding like a shit.”

Tael folded his arms. “Just come out with it. You've never minced words with me before.”

Janess nodded and met his eyes. “Alright. You want the truth? The idea of monogamy frightens the piss out of me, more than anything else in the world. I know myself better than anyone, and I know that if I was to bind myself to one person it would be fine for a while, but then after a while I'd get an itch. I crave excess, the kinds of sex you can't get from just one person. And to scratch my itches, I'd have to break the trust of that one person.” She leaned on her staff. “And I'd hate myself if I did that, so I can't ever tether myself to just one individual. I'd only wind up hurting them in the end.” Her jaw clenched. “Though I wound up hurting you, it seems, so I failed in that regard too.”

Tael looked down at his boots. “So, what, you just have sex with people? There's no emotion in it at all?”

“Far from it,” Janess snapped. Tael was taken aback at how offended she looked. “I don't sleep with everyone I see. There has to be some kind of attachment. Otherwise what's the point of it all? I sleep with you because you've been nothing but good to me.” Her tone softened. “None of this is the result of any failing on your part, Tael. Know that, at least. You've been wonderful, truly. I can't think of anyone else in my life I care for more right now.”

“But not enough to want to be with me and nobody else?”

Janess was silent for a long time. The wind blew gently, nudging the grass between them. “No,” she said quietly. “I'm sorry, Tael. It's just not the way I am.” She looked down at her toes. “And I won't blame you if you don't want to continue... this. Or ever speak to me again.”

The way she laughed when they'd gotten drunk and traded stories about their misspent youth. The way she threw herself into Hunts with enthusiasm. The way they held each other as they shuddered together, tongues in each others mouths. The morning after, when Tael simply moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist and they watched the sun rise. The curve of her smile alone got a reaction out of him.

He couldn't just let her go; such an idea was unthinkable. She meant too much to him.

“No,” Tael said. Janess looked up. “No, not that. Never that.” He reached up and rubbed at his neck. “My feelings won't just go away, Janess. You mean too much to me. And if I'm going to love you, I have to love every aspect of you.”

The paledrake smiled just slightly, and that alone told him he was making the right choice. “I want to make it work, too,” she murmured. “There has to be a middle ground here.”

“I think so,” Tael said, moving across the space between the two of them. Janess tucked her staff into the holder on her back, her body visibly relaxing. “We just have to talk about it.”

Janess reached up to touch him, then stopped herself and let her arm fall back .”Alright, let's talk.”

“I want a romantic relationship, you want leeway with sex. It might take me a little while to get used to the idea, but I guess...” He paused for a moment. “If you were to go off and spend the night with someone else, it doesn't necessarily affect the way you feel about me, right?”

Janess nodded. “Yes. I know most people consider it a betrayal of trust. But just because I may spend one night in someone else's bed doesn't make me want to return to yours any less.”

“Okay. Do you have any objections to my romantic feelings for you?”

To his surprise, her cheeks grew slightly blue in color. Janess was actually blushing. “Hardly. In fact I find it quite endearing and flattering that you care so much. It's not something I'm used to.” She smiled slightly, and stuck a bit of her tongue out. “Most people just want what's between my legs.”

Tael reached over and took her hand, lacing his fingers with hers. “I think I can live with not being your only partner in bed. Just please be honest with me. If you're going to go be with someone else on a given night, tell me. And tell me what you get up to.”

Janess laughed. “Looking for inspiration?”

He squeezed her hand. “I just want to make sure you don't get hurt. And... and give me some time. It's going to take me a bit to get used to this.”

Janess looked at him coyly. “Would it help if we started right now?”

"What do you mean?"

"Should I tell you about everyone I've been with in the camp? If you can't handle my past, then you probably won’t be able to handle our future. Just so we can clear the air and start fresh.”

Tael looked at her silently for a moment. Then he nodded. “Okay.”

* * *

They walked down to the bank of the lake, and found a flat rock to sit on. Janess unslung her staff and set it down next to them. She produced a flask full of water, and Tael drank as she began.

“Well, first off, Volunn,” she said.

Tael gagged on the water. “Ugh.”

“I've never slept with him. I have blown him a few times, though.” She smirked. “If you want something to lord over him, he tends not to last very long. The only time he did was when we were both significantly inebriated.”

Tael passed the flask back to her. “There’s got to be more to it than that.”

“Well, he does give me booze whenever I suck his cock.” She tilted her head to the side. “And he’s got a nice one on him, I’ll give him that. Bit smaller than yours, enough so I can fit the whole thing in my muzzle.”

Tael nodded. “Alright, just blowjobs for Volunn then. Who else?”

“I've been with Raga once, but we didn't have any sex. I got her off with my fingers. She’s got some hip action, too, almost broke the table she was lying on. She must have enjoyed herself as she made mention of my talents to her brother. So then I ended up sleeping with Gar a few times. Well, not sleeping. First time we did it we actually sparred for who had to bottom.” She stuck her tongue out. “I let him win. He's good, actually - big in all the right places.”

Tael raised an eyebrow. “How big?” Janess held up her hands about seven inches apart. “You’re kidding me.” Janess pursed her lips, then spread her hands another half an inch. “Goddess.”

“He’s thick, too. I actually couldn’t fit all of him. There was about an inch of him that he just couldn’t get in.” She shrugged. “He did well with what he could. Real sweetheart, too. That noblewoman’s in for a fun night if he’s taken a fancy to her.”

Tael felt himself beginning to stir, his half-erect cock pressing against the inside of his pants. “That’s not it, though.”

“Nope.” Janess began ticking off on her fingers. “There was Gwynn.”

“How did that work? She’s a gnome; you’re three times as big as she is.”

“Hey, she’s a cook,” Janess said. “She’s good with her hands. Worked me over a couple times with her fingers and then ground herself against my thigh until she got off.” She waved a hand by the side of her head. “Her ears get really flushed when she comes. It’s adorable.” She counted off another finger, then added two more. “Remember Era, Eio, and Eun?”

Tael was getting more and more worked up. “All three of them?” he asked incredulously.

Janess smirked again. “At once. It was when I went with them to hunt that massive sablewing ripping the forest a new one. After we killed the beast we all got drunk by the fire, and I made out with Eio. Started groping her tits. Well, the the boys liked that, and one thing led to another.” A wistful look crossed her face. “Wish I remember more of it honestly, I was really drunk. I do recall at one point I had both the boys inside me with my face buried between Eio’s legs. Fun times, that.” She extended one more finger. “Then there was that ork who rolled into camp for a couple days about a month ago. Nice guy named Garrock, had a piece on him that was more thick than long. He actually was able to lift me up and fuck me in mid-air, the big bastard.”

Tael had expected to feel hurt by the number of partners Janess had had. He actually felt more impressed than anything. It felt a bit strange to talk about sex with this amount of frankness, but it was also a relief. They were getting everything out, a good foundation to build whatever new form their relationship would take.

“And, last but most certainly not least,” Janess finished, “Alicia.”

Tael raised a finger. “Okay, on that, I call bullshit.”

Janess pointed back in the direction of the camp. “Oy, when we get back, ask her yourself. The first time was actually the night after I came to live at the camp. I've slept with her four, no, five times.” She reached over and grabbed his shoulder. “She can really keep me pinned down, I don’t have to fake being submissive with her. It feels like she has more than one tongue when she eats me out. And she’s able to get me off with just two fingers and a bit of whispering about what a naughty drake I am.” Janess squeezed his shoulder. “I'm telling you right now, Tael, if you ever get the chance to take that woman to bed, do it. She's something else.”

Tael tilted his head. “If I get the chance?”

Janess leaned back and gave him a bemused look. “What? You thought I was asking for permission to sleep around and wasn't willing to give you the same freedom? Because that would be unfair.”

A shudder ran up Tael's spine. He imagined himself in the place of Janess in some of the scenarios she'd described to him. Gwynn humping his thigh while her hands stroked his cock, taking the noblewoman from behind while she kissed and sucked on Gar, Alicia savagely riding him before he took control and rolled them over, grabbing her breasts in his hands as she humped back against him and yelped her delight.

He was fully erect now, almost uncomfortably so. “Goddess, I’d never even considered any of that. The possibilities are... tantalizing to say the least.”

“Of course, love. I guess, just extend the same courtesy to me and tell me beforehand.” Janess stuck her tongue out. “Hell, invite me along. There's always room for more.”

Tael licked his lips and sat forward, trying to conceal his hardness. “I'll consider it.”

Janess laughed and leaned against him. “That's all I ask.”

Tael leaned back against her. She sighed and nuzzled her head against his neck. “I am sorry about earlier,” she murmured. “Truly.”

“It's okay,” he said. “I forgive you.”

She made a contented noise in the back of her throat. “I want to give this a shot, Tael. I really do. You mean a lot to me.” She went quiet for a moment, then spoke again in a stronger voice. “To hell with that, you mean the world to me. You’re incredibly sweet and funny, when you’re not doing your moody elf thing.”

Tael snorted. “I do not do a ‘moody elf thing.’”

“You literally just did it about a half hour ago.”

He opened his mouth to retort, and found he had no argument. “Alright, fine.”

Janess laughed, then pressed herself into his side. Her hand squeezed his thigh. “You’ve always got my back when we’re out hunting. Hell, you even had it the night I came to the camp. And the fact that, even after I acted like a complete ass when you were trying to have a serious moment, you found it in you to forgive me and accept me, speaks more to me than just about anyone ever has before.” She sighed deeply, and spoke in a soft voice, “I daresay that I’ve become quite fond of you. And I think you might be what I need.”

Tael stroked her back. “What do you mean?”

She looked up at the moon, fat and round in the sky. “I mean, I love sex. I always will. I will always love that thrill of seeing another person naked for the first time, touching them everywhere I can, learning what makes them tick with just my hands and my mouth. I will always love exploring new people like that, and I could never see myself with just one person as far as sex goes. It’d feel like I’d been tamed or something.”

She looked back to him and smiled. “But you make me want to keep coming back to you. Not just for the sex, but for the affection and the friendship. Nobody else has really done that for me. I’ll fuck the living daylights out of them, sure, but if I see them again the next day I don’t get a warm fuzzy feeling in my chest like I do when I see you. It’s not something I’m used to... but I like it. I like it a lot. And if you’ll have me, I want to see where we can go together.”

Tael felt himself blush. “I’d... I’d like that too. Very much.”

Janess nudged him with a soft laugh. “I mean, it also helps that you’re one of the best I’ve ever had the pleasure of sharing a bed with.”

He shot her a bemused look. “One of the best? Who else is up there?”

Janess sat up. “Well, you're the best at one kind of sex. Alicia is very aggressive and rough, and sometimes a girl needs that. But you?” She looked him up and down. “You've got that rugged look about you. You look like you can either pin a girl down and make her beg for it or strip her clothes off slowly and make her want to give it to you. And you make me want to do both. Sometimes more the former, sometimes more the latter. Plus, you're the best kisser of all my current partners, hands down.”

Tael felt his face flush. “Really?”

“Of course.” She put her hand on his thigh. The contact felt unspeakably good. “And now I know where all that affection when you do it comes from.”

Tael looked at her. The moonlight dancing off the lake was reflected in her eyes and in her luminous scales. He reached over and touched her arm, running his hand up the smooth scales and teasing inside her sleeve with his fingertips. She leaned into his touch, her hand straying to the inside of his thigh. Their mouths were only separated by inches.

“Do you want to?” Janess murmured. “I’d love a chance to... apologize for my behavior earlier.”

Tael could feel her breath on his face. “Yes.”

The back of her hand brushed his erection. “I know you’re all worked up. Come here.”

Tael scooted closer to her, and the paledrake took him into her arms and let herself fall backward. She pulled the slender elf atop her, so his erection was pressed into her belly. She drew him close, and they kissed deeply, angling their heads just so to press their mouths together as best as their differing anatomies allowed. Her rough tongue brushed his, and Tael moaned into her mouth.

Their clothes didn't last long. They wound up tossed into a small pile next to the rock as they continued to kiss deeply, letting their hands wander. Tael loved how Janess's scales felt, smooth under his fingers like those of a snake. Her belly scales were a light blue, her nipples a deeper color. He closed his mouth around one and sucked gently, enjoying the crooning noise Janess made. She liked to grab at his hips, and occasionally reach around and squeeze his firm rear. He made sure to grab her one good horn and gently pull her head backwards so he could bite and suck on her exposed throat.

Janess sighed deeply when he did that, digging her fingertips into his back. “Spirits,” she breathed. Her hands snaked between them and closed around his cock, and Tael groaned his need into her neck. “I've already sucked you off today,” Janess breathed, “So get on your back and let me do the work tonight.”

Tael obliged. He slid off Janess and made himself comfortable on his back. Janess positioned herself atop him, sitting with his erection between her thighs. The hairless flesh of her sex was the same light blue as the rest of her belly, her labia swollen with arousal. She locked eyes with him and stroked his cock a few times, making Tael squirm underneath her.

After a bit of teasing she gave in to her need. “See, this is why I like yours,” she breathed. She held him in place and sat up on her knees, then slowly sank down atop his length. “Unlike that monster that Gar’s got, I can fit every inch... of you... in me.”

Tael moaned aloud as her hot, wet sex settled around him, the inside ribbed, tight, and soft as silk. “Janess, yes,” he gasped, fingers gripping the smooth stone underneath them.             

The paledrake kept going until they were one, the elf's stiff length buried fully inside her. Her claws pulled at his chest – not enough to break the skin, just enough to make his flesh tingle.

Janess remained still for a time, her warmth around Tael's cock driving him wild. He felt his face flush, and looked up at Janess. She began to move her hips back and forth gently, grinding her groin into his. “You alright, love?” she asked.

“More than,” he murmured. He rested his hands on her hips, curling his fingers around just enough to grab a bit of her rump and squeeze. Janess crooned softly, then leaned down over him and rested her forearms by his head. She put her weight on them and began to undulate her hips, sliding her tight warmth up and down his cock at a pace he knew she could keep up indefinitely. Her lips found his again, and they kissed deeply as the slapping sound of scales meeting flesh grew louder and louder.

After only a little while Janess was whimpering into his mouth. “Right there, right there, right there, right there...” She trailed off as her fingers wound into Tael's hair above his pointed ears. He could feel her shaking, desperate for her own release. If she kept up the pace she was at it wouldn't be long, so he decided to have some fun and help her along.

With one hand he brought her head close to his, with the other he slapped her on the rump. Her delighted yelp drowned out the sound of the smack. “You close?” he murmured.

“Yes...” she breathed.

Tael slapped her ass again, gripping tightly. “Come for me,” he breathed in her ear.

Janess straightened up and began savagely riding him, her breasts bouncing as she drove her hips down again and again. Her cries of delight trailed off soon after, her hands gripping tighter on his chest. Tael threaded his fingers with hers just as she stopped moving. Janess always got real quiet and still when she climaxed. Her whole body stiffened, then shuddered. Tael sighed heavily as he felt the walls of her sex clench and quiver around him. His cock become surrounded by warm wetness.

After a bit of time spent squirming and riding her orgasm, Janess relaxed and inhaled, splaying her hands on his chest. “Spirits,” she murmured.

“Good?” Tael asked.

She opened her eyes – the pupils were slit lines. “Fantastic. How do you want to get off, love?”

Tael rolled them over, his length slipping free of her dripping sex. Janess lay back as he positioned himself between her legs. He spread them, then plunged his cock back into her fully with one motion of his hips. Janess squealed in delight, another powerful shudder wracking her body. “So forceful tonight,” she breathed.

Tael leaned over her, grinding his groin into hers. “You always drive me wild.”

Janess licked her lips. “Then get wild with me.”

Tael didn't hold back. He pinned her arms to the rock beneath them and fucked her hard, like he imagined Alicia had. Janess held on to him, crying out his name every time the tip of his cock touched the depths of her heat. She crossed her legs behind him and angled her hips, drawing him in deeper so he brushed all the good spots within her. Tael felt like his entire being was alight, waves of pleasure enveloping his whole body, all emanating from where his cock plunged into the paledrake. She felt so good, and the spasms of her slick walls as she rode several more orgasms only served to drive him onward.

But even his stamina had his limits. He felt his own climax building. His head lay between her breasts, his dark hair slick with sweat. “Janess, I'm close,” he breathed. “I'm so close.”

Janess crooned and drew his head near hers. “I want to feel it,” she breathed into his ear. Her hand snaked between them and squeezed the base of his cock. “Every last bit of it. Give it to me, Tael.”

She drew him into a deep kiss, and swept away the last of Tael's resistance. He groaned as his cock spasmed inside her, and then he was orgasming, moaning her name as he filled her womb. She made a contented noise as he pulsed inside her again and again. Tael felt his seed spilling out of her sex around his length. It felt unspeakably good to come inside her, his cock nestled in her silky folds as his orgasm crested, then faded, leaving only the warmth of their mingled passions. He let his weight rest on her, and she took it in her stride, arms snaking around his back to hold him tight as they continued to kiss.

After a long moment that still felt far too short, Tael drew back. “As lovely as this is,” he murmured. “We can't stay out here all night. I'm getting cold.”

Janess chuckled. “Alright, alright.”

Tael got off her, his cock sliding free of her sex. His seed flowed out of her freely, and Janess brushed her labia with a finger. “Someone was very needy tonight,” she said, smirking.

“You got me all worked up with that sex talk,” Tael said. He leaned in close to her. “Are you complaining?”

She snorted and pecked him on the cheek. “As if.”

They cleaned up in the shallows, then dressed to head back to camp. As she tugged her pants on, Janess fished something out of her pocket. “Oh, right. You'll probably want this back.”

Tael smoothed his shirt out and looked. It was the ring box he'd dropped, the ring still sitting inside. He took it from her and considered it for a moment, then took the ring out of the box. “Actually,” he said, taking her hand. “I still want you to have it.”

Janess looked up at him. “You sure?”

“Absolutely.” Tael slid the ring on her finger. “I made it for you in the first place. We may not have the kind of relationship that everyone who wears a ring like this has, but we still have something founded on affection and trust.”

The light blue sapphire complemented Janess's white scales perfectly. She studied the ring for a moment, then smiled up at him. “Alright. Thanks, love.”

Tael helped her to her feet, then embraced her and kissed her warmly. She responded in kind, her tail snaking around his waist. Tael knew that he'd made the right choice. They rested their foreheads against each other for a while, just being with one another by the lake for a few minutes more. Then they turned together and trekked up the hill back to the camp.

As they drew near the gates, Tael heard the sounds of the festival inside, still going strong. Janess paused with one hand on the gatepost, then turned to him and grinned. “Ready to give everyone the news?”

“What?” he asked, bemused. “We're going to announce that we have an open relationship and are taking applications?”

“Only the finest are admitted,” Janess snickered. She extended her hand. The sapphire ring glinted in the light from the inside of the camp. “Come on, love. There's still plenty of night left.”

Tael smiled and laced his fingers with hers. Their future was uncertain, but their present was wonderful and full of light.


“The Manse Of Magister Revaine” by Jamie MacFrey

“Think clearly of your target, hold their picture in your mind, touch these three runes on the bracelet, and they’ll die. One use—that’s it. One chance to kill Revaine.”

Vivean ran her hand across the bangle dangling from her wrist. The careful inset of foreign runes were illegible to her, but the man from the Tevarian College of Whispers had been clear about their purpose.

The bangle was all she wore as she stood in the lounge of Magister Revaine’s manse. The man next to her was equally naked; their clothes had been confiscated from them when they’d entered the manse. Unlike her, however, he had no doubt actually been sourced from the more expensive brothels in the District, rather than inserted there by the Tevarians.

Only the best for Magister Revaine.

It was said no one had ever seen his face. It was said that—when he had first arrived in the Yardenberg District, sent by no higher an authority than the Directorate itself—he had arrived under cover of night, inside an iron litter covered with runestones to prevent the Black Rats from seeing him. When he’d set Burnall to the sword, he’d worn a bronze mask in the shape of a bear’s head, had been covered from head to toe in purple robes, and his voice had been distorted by some spell.

No one even knew if the Magister were indeed a “he,” for that matter.

Vivean’s brother lived in Burnall. Had lived in Burnall. After she’d buried him, she’d gone looking for a brother among the Black Rats. And they had, with only a hint of skepticism, been willing to welcome her as their sister. And finally, after months of planning, they’d agreed upon their revenge. The nature of the mission had scandalized her, for sure, but she hadn’t thought twice about volunteering herself. That part had been simple. Easy.

Standing here, waiting for the guests to arrive from their dinner, not so much.

They’d doubted her, the Rats. She was nothing but a nice girl with a secondary school education, primed to be some gentleman’s wife. Too naïve, too untrained, to pass for a courtesan. And vengeance alone made a person blind to danger and blind to their own deficiencies of skill.

It’d been the Tevarian Whisperer, a cold man with gleeful eyes, who’d chosen her, overruling all the Rats. They’d never dared challenge their foreign benefactor.

“Perfect,” he’d called her. She wasn’t a Rat, at least not in the eyes of anyone that mattered. Her brother Danil hadn’t been a Rat either, just a man living in the wrong place at the wrong time. Two weeks before the Burnall Massacre, her father had even submitted a letter to the local paper making the case against the Black Rats when the resistance had begun. Vivean, the Tevarian had said, would succeed because no one would ever see her coming.

“Spycraft is easy,” he’d whispered in her ear as he’d put the bangle on her wrist. “You just have to be willing to do anything.”

“Nervous?” asked the man to her side. He was taller than her, and handsome, and the grin that appeared above his strong chin was the kind of easy wry smile that crept up into his eyes. They were light, almost a gentle hazel, and it suited his dark, short hair.

“No,” said Vivean, blushing slightly at his attention. He had the sort of broad shoulders she would’ve been drawn to if she’d met him under different circumstances. She’d glanced down at his cock, not surprised to see he was quite substantial but very surprised to find herself so close to such  a substantial man.

“You’ve been rolling that bracelet since we got here,” he said, gesturing to the Tevarian bangle.

“I…” Vivean grew quiet for a moment while she searched for an answer. She looked up at him; his eyes, now a pleasant emerald shade, shone at her, accompanying a warm smile. “I’ve never done this before.”

“Never worked a Magister’s private party?” he asked.

“No. Never,” she answered, grateful for the chance to capitalize on his assumption.

“Well, neither have I, but I’ve worked parties of a kind with this one before. We’re like dessert. They take a slice of you, and then you’re passed on to the next in line.”

He smiled at her again, his eyes traveling over her body, taking in her smooth skin, the aquiline shape of her face, the curling dark hair that fell nearly all way down to her breasts, big enough to fill a woman’s palm but not much more, her finely shaped legs supporting a curved, ample posterior.

“You just need to be scrumptious. Doesn’t look like that’ll be a problem for you.”

Vivean blushed again and he chuckled, a warm inviting sound that trickled from his mouth.

“Milas,” he said, extending a hand.

“Vivean,” she said, realizing a second too late she shouldn't use her own name.

Milas did not show any sign of recognising it, lifting her hand to his lips, a soft kiss gracing her knuckles. Of course, why would he? She’d hardly been the kind to traipse around brothels before. She’d only been with one man in her entire life, Alin Ostrogood, point of fact, until that had all fallen apart after her brother’s death.

“Charmed,” he said.

The doors to the dining hall opened, and Milas dropped her hand with a start, standing smartly to attention as though nothing had happened.

“Calm, collected, and accommodating,” the Teverian Whisperer’s voice echoed in her head. “The best courtesans are the ones that you fall in love with. The ones you share your secrets with, even on the first time. Make them fall in love with you.”

“Here we go. We’re at the meat market now,” whispered her new companion.

The guests seemed mildly confused by the lounge, and the two naked bodies standing in front of the fireplace. The same steward—a small, weasley man in a tailcoat dressed with blood red braid—who had undressed Vivean upon her arrival herded them into the lounge.

“Will our host join us here?” asked an imperiously tall woman.

“Who is to say your host is not already here, Dame Shrike?” asked the steward.

“Is it me?” asked a rather striking fellow with a hooked nose and a luxurious expanse of mustaches. “Am I Magister Revaine?”

Vivean’s breath caught in her throat.

“Doubtless it is Lord Falcon,” said steward, in such a manner as to suggest that he strongly doubted it. Vivean resumed breathing. He’d only been teasing.

“Quite a collection the Magister has here,” said a barrel-chested man. He rapped one ringed knuckle against a glass jar containing a human hand, the palm painted with a white rune, suspended in oil.

“You have an excellent eye, Baron Crane,” said the steward, rushing forward to rescue the jar from the Baron’s attentions and holding it aloft in the air so the other guests could see it. “This is a souvenir from a most amusing adventure the Magister had while visiting Tevaria. I am sure he will deign to share it when he makes himself known.”

“And this?” asked a young man, rather tall and thin with blond hair. He gestured at a dazzling medallion in the shape of two suns colliding, the topaz jewels set into the center of each heavenly sphere appearing to dance as if alive, set in a shadow box on the wall. “Is that a…”

“An Eye of the Empress, the traditional medal for valor in service of the Vaesari Empire, yes, Master Wren,” said the steward, setting the glass jar with the hand down with a careful reverie on its pedestal.

“Did...did he cross over into the Vaesari world?” asked Master Wren, the awe leaking into his voice.

“Of course not. Not even the great Magister Revaine would receive a personal audience with the Vaesari. That’s only for the elves,” Dame Shrike chortled at him.

“It was within the realm of possibility,” snapped Master Wren.

“I am afraid Dame Shrike is correct,” said the steward. “This medal was awarded to the Magister by the Empress’ human friends in the Mother-Cult. Though I do believe he would do quite well at the Vaesari court, all the same.”

“Wouldn’t it be quite droll if you were Magister Revaine?” asked a petite woman of the steward, chuckling to herself. She collapsed onto a couch, roving an eye over Vivean and her companion, before glancing back at the little man.

The other guests also found the idea of the steward being the Magister quite droll indeed, and laughter echoed out into the room. Vivean watched the steward carefully. His face flashed with anger, before setting into an immediate calm as he waited for the humor to wear off.

“Yes, indeed, Lady Sparrow,” he said. “If everyone would take their seats, we might begin the night’s entertainment.”

The various dignitaries each found a chair or couch, arranged in a crude semi-circle around the naked courtesans in the front of the room. Vivean shifted slightly. She’d never felt so many eyes on her body at once, and a chill ran along her spine. Surely they’d know. She moved a hair closer to Milas, then caught herself and straightened, staring ahead without making eye contact like they’d trained her to in school should a Director ever deign to tour the District. It would have given her teachers fits to know Vivean was applying their lesson for the first time in her life in order to kill a Magister. The irony was briefly comforting.

“Your host wants to once again extend his warmest gratitudes for your attendance here tonight. For most of you, this is your first time to Yardenberg, and my master wants you to know that despite appearances, is it one of the jewels in our lovely Directorate. And, moreover, it is a time for celebrating. The Yardenberg guerillas, the so-called ‘Black Rats,’ are defeated, scattered to the wind, and the first part of the Magister’s mission here is fulfilled. All that remains is returning the District back to its full productivity.”

There was a polite applause for the Magister’s achievements. Milas appeared to be clapping as well, and after a moment Vivean joined in, trying not to consider it an insult to her brother’s memory. Just another reason to make sure the Magister paid for his crimes here tonight.

“My master is sure you’re wondering why, if the District is so safe, each of you were assigned a title and a bird, in order preserve your anonymity here tonight, should any among us be not as they seem. While the Rats are shattered, the Magister is aware that splinters can still sting. And, of course, there are Tevarian spies everywhere these days, it seems,” continued the steward. “We wouldn’t want any vermin following you home.”

“These lovely creatures in front of you are tonight’s entertainment. They are yours to touch and taste and play with at your will from this point in the evening onward. My master hopes they will please you.

“But first, allow them to demonstrate their skills.”

The steward clapped twice, the sound echoing through the room.

“Toys!” he called. “Partner with each other.”

Milas turned towards her, taking her hands in his.

Calm, collected, and accommodating, Vivean tilted her face up to receive his kiss, his lips not at all unpleasant, his tongue slipping into hers. She pretended this was like when she was in school and had tarried after the last bell with Alin. Alin had been a good kisser as well, of a kind with this man, the type to deliver the sort of soft kiss that belied its reassuring intensity before the dam suddenly burst and passion took hold.

His hands were roving her body, stroking down her shoulders before making the leap to her sides, pressing down the edge of her breasts to cup her hips. Her body tensed, unused to being handled this way, much less with an audience. She caught herself, realizing that she was giving herself away, surrendering instead to Milas’ kiss. It wasn’t as hard to do as she’d thought, it was even invigorating, in a way. She found his torso with one hand, feeling the abs underneath, getting lost in the warmth of his body as he pulled her closer.

He grabbed her wrist, guiding her hand lower. His lips left hers, gliding just above the surface of her cheek to her ear.

“They’re here for a show,” he reminded her, her hand bumping against his cock. He was much larger than Alin had been, although obviously Vivean had not had the chance to compare Alin to many others. She closed around it, moaning as he kissed and sucked on her neck. Her hand was pumping along him, gratified to find his cock hardening under her attentions, until she was holding it straight out from his body, stroking him back and forth, feeling him throb on each slow stroke.

One of his hands left its perch on her waist to cross the expanse of hair at her legs. With slow, measured strokes, his fingers grazed her clit, making her breath catch in her chest. Her mouth opened and he forced his tongue into it, Vivean losing her senses in the kiss.

In a moment he was sitting on the floor, drawing her with him, setting her in his lap so he could bend down and suck on her nipples, making her back arch to feed him more of her skin, her hands finding the thick cock between them. There was a murmur off to her side and she realized he’d positioned her in such a way that everyone could see what they were doing.

He licked his way up her body to her neck.

“Suck my cock for them,” he whispered in her ear, nibbling on her earlobe.

Vivean glanced up at the crowd, as if expecting to find the nobles leaping from their seats to stop her. None did, all of them keeping their seats. She glanced back at Milas.

“Now,” he whispered.

Vivean nodded imperceptibly, sliding off his lap, holding his cock up towards the air in one hand as she knelt in front of him, her tongue finding his length and licking along it. She glanced up at the crowd, checking on their response as she ran her tongue up and down the shaft. Which one of them might be Revaine? Would he be staring intently at her, like Master Wren and Dame Shrike were? Idly amused, like Baron Crane? Or completely disinterested like Lord Falcon?

Milas groaned as she slipped him inside her mouth, and he wrapped his hand around the back of her head, guiding it down until she’d taken most of him between her lips, causing her to lose sight of the audience. He pushed slightly until she gagged and pushed back, letting her rise up, spit trailing from her lips to the head of his cock as she took an unimpeded breath of air.

“Come here, let me taste you,” he hissed at her.

At first Vivean was confused but with a shock she realised what he meant. She had seen it in a rather obscene book, but she hadn’t ever imagined she’d actually engage in the act. Her experience with Alin had left her duly inexperienced on this front.

Not that it mattered. He pulled her hips around, lifting her knee to cross above his head before setting it down, then wrapping his arms around her waist to pull her pussy flush with his lips.

Vivean gasped, or would have gasped, had her mouth not been occupied for the moment, her body fluttering as a tongue pressed against her most delicate folds, licking along them. Shivers ran up her spine as the tip touched against her clit, setting her off like the fuse burning down on a grenade. Milas lashed it back and forth, her breath catching, his cock falling out of her mouth as her grip transferred to his thighs, clutching him hard just above the knees, her eyes closing tight.

She shuddered hard, a moan piercing the room, her head raising up as the guttural cry escaped her lips. A woman’s throaty laugh echoed back at her and Vivean opened her eyes, remembering where she was.

“She likes it,” said Dame Shrike. Her skirts were hoisted up above her knees, the long stockings she wore tight around her thighs, her undercarriage bare, and Vivean could see the lady’s slender fingers working in and out of her pussy.

“Whores often do,” observed Lord Falcon. He, too, had undressed slightly, cupping his fairly large cock in his hands. Above his hooked nose, a pair of dark, recessed eyes watched Vivean intently, each rise and fall of her chest as the man between her legs lapped at the folds of her pussy observed and catalogued. “It is their wanton nature.”

Vivean moaned again, secretly delighted at these nobles mistaking her for a whore. None of them had seemed particularly phased by her or Milas, and half of them had considered the courtesans less interesting than Magister Revaine’s collection of souvenirs. Vivean imagined they were quite experienced with the denizens of brothels. And yet, despite the protests among the Rats at her lack of qualifications, she’d fooled them.

Milas tapped Vivean’s thigh and pulled out from under her, repositioning himself so his feet were facing towards the fire and his head was pointing towards the nobles.

“Come here,” he hissed at her, grabbing Vivean’s knee and lifting it over his waist. She glanced down at him, unsure of what she was meant to do.

“Lift my cock,” he warned her. “Show them.”

Vivean nodded, in what she hoped was an imperceptible manner. He had no obligation to be her friend, and yet here he was, guiding her practically by the hand. He must have figured by now that she was not intended to be here. Perhaps he was another Rat? Or another Tevarian agent. The man from the college had told her she was not the only option available to deal with Revaine, simply the best.

Her hand closed around his cock and she groaned. Feeling it in her hand again, her spit still clinging to it, she could not fathom how she’d managed to fit inside her mouth. Especially with the nerves, though they were nothing compared to what she was feeling now.

When she and Alin had fooled around, it had been hurried and quick, a rough series of strokes in dark corners where they wouldn't be caught. It certainly hadn't been in front of what Vivean knew were some of the most powerful men and women in the Directorate, in the parlor of the most powerful man in Yardenberg. She pulled the courtesan’s cock upright, so that the base pressed against her clit, the head nearly to her navel.

“A monster,” came Lady Sparrow’s delighted chuckle. “I do not fault the girl for pausing.”

Milas evidently did. His hands wrapped around the base of Vivean’s thighs, lifting her up, and she tucked his cock down, under her, until the head was pressing into her.

“Oh, oh, gods,” she whispered to him. “Careful, careful.”

He only grunted, his hands wrapping around her waist, pulling her down slightly. Vivean felt her body stretch and she cried out.

“Too big,” she gasped. “Too much.”

But Milas disregarded her words, grasping her hips hard and driving up into her. Vivean gave a surprised shout as her pussy filled with his cock, pressing into every fold of her. She shuddered as he reached his apex and held it, feeling him down in the pit of her stomach. And there among the sensation of being pushed to her limit was an almost unholy pleasure.

“Oh gods,” she moaned, falling on his chest. His hand wrapped around the back of her head, pulling her hair tight. His lips found hers, his tongue pressing into her mouth for a moment to wrestle with hers before he broke the kiss to lick along her chin until his breath was in her ear.

“They want a show,” he reminded her. “In this position, you will have to give it to them.”

He pulled her head up by her hair, and reluctantly she lifted herself up off his chest, bracing herself on his pecs. His hand left hers to cup a breast before he grabbed both cheeks of her ass, squeezing tightly.

Vivean began to grind herself on him, her hips waving back and forth, her chest rising and falling with each stuttering gasp as pleasure poured through her, crimson flooding her vision whenever she closed her eyes. There was a stinging rebuke on her rump, and the slap echoed out in the room, and the immediate echo of her own cry of pleasure at being treated so catching her by surprise.

“Oh, fuck,” she muttered, tucking her feet under her knees so that she could bounce herself on top of Milas, his length slipping part ways out of her before she rammed it home, a soft scream that caught in her throat for a moment before making its escape piercing her lips as she did. He delivered another stringing blow to her ass, entreating her to more.

Vivean fell to the task, glancing down as his cock split her open each time she slipped down onto him. The pleasure was intoxicating, and to her shock, so were the voices emanating from the guests, the rude laughter and piercing comments thrilling her, encouraging her to ride her partner harder even more than each strike of his palm on the cheeks of her ass.

She shuddered, groaning as her climax overwhelmed her, the thick cock pressing into every fold of her pussy driving electric shocks up her spine as it rammed home, her back arching, her body begging for more, her world a mass of blurring colors, reveling in the strong grip of one hand on her waist, holding her to him, the calloused skin of his palm as his other hand connected with her rear.

As she came down from her high, she realized she was staring up at the imposing bulk of Baron Crane, the man’s cock already fished out of his pants, hard and heavy in front of her mouth, his hand running along it.

Vivean knew what she had to do, but she was loathe to lose the rhythm of bouncing on Milas. Baron Crane grew impatient, though, grabbing her hair and forcing her down onto his cock when her mouth opened to moan. She choked slightly, and he withdrew a little, letting her breathe a moment, before encouraging her to take matters upon herself.

Vivean’s pace on Milas’ cock paused, her hands reaching to take Baron Crane’s cock from him, to stroke him while she fed him back between her lips, sucking hard, her tongue exploring his length.

“She’s wonderful,” groaned Baron Crane. He ran a hand across her shoulder, the tweaked her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, getting a moan out of Vivean.

“I would like to try the other one,” said Dame Shrike. Vivean glanced through the corner of her eye, watching as the tall woman’s dress pooled around her feet. She stepped across the floor in just her heels, stockings, and garters to kneel over Vivean’s companion’s head.

Within a moment, she was moaning, a soft series of staccato sounds that would have made Vivean grin had she heard it through a door, but in the moment simply made her body burn a bit more. Milas had a talented tongue and she did not begrudge Dame Shrike her enthusiasm.

Dame Shrike apparently had some experience, or at least more than Vivean, because she reached up, fondling Baron Crane’s balls in her hands, making him groan louder. Her other hand pressed up on his taint, making him grunt slightly and shift. His cock throbbed in Vivean’s mouth and he wrapped his hands around the back of her head, plunging himself in and out of her lips. Vivean’s hands dropped to knead her own breasts. To her surprise, the courtesan was driving up into her harder, even as he was plumbing Dame Shrike’s depths with his tongue.

“Oh, by the Empress’ light,” muttered Baron Crane. He pressed his cock as deep into Vivean’s mouth as he could, the length pulsing and pumping hard. His cum came pouring over her tongue, and she swallowed without intending to, Crane groaning even harder as he continued to come inside her mouth.

He pulled away and Vivean was left face to face with Dame Shrike. The imperious woman reached forward, grabbing Vivean’s face in one hand, forcing her lips open with a thumb and finger. She leaned forward and kissed Vivean, her tongue exploring the girl’s mouth, extracting some of Baron Crane’s cum from her lips.

The Baron chuckled slightly, grinning down at the sight.

“Desperate for it?” he asked.

Dame Shrike broke the kiss sharply.

“Not on your life,” she snapped. “I enjoy the taste of a man, but I find the girl more enticing.”

All the same, Dame Shrike adjusted her position, pulling away from the courtesan’s mouth, his chin wet from his work between her legs. She pushed on Vivean’s chest, easing her back until she could no longer manage to bounce on the courtesan’s cock, the impressive length slipping out of her, making her mew softly in disappointment.

“Amuse yourself elsewhere, girl,” she told Vivean. “This stallion is mine to ride now.”

She settled over the courtesan’s waist, reaching between her legs and lifting his cock up, then spearing herself on it in a single smooth motion. She was rail thin in addition to her height, her stomach flat and taut, leading to a pair of perky breasts that seemed at odds with the soft wrinkling of the skin around her waist and armpits. She grabbed Milas’ hands, making him clasp the smooth round curve of her ass tightly, then ran her own hands up his chest to his neck, wrapping them around his throat.

Hands grabbed Vivean’s own ass, pulling her around so that she faced head to toe in the opposite direction as her fellow courtesan. She’d begun to think of herself that way, the burgher’s daughter disappearing among all the naked flesh. The courtesan in her welcomed these hands, complying with their commands. The hands bent her head down, the grip firm and strong. They trailed back down her body, pausing briefly to squeeze and fondle her exposed breasts before raising her rear end into the air.

Vivean screamed out as the man behind her plunged into her to the hilt on the first stroke, attempting to rise away, but he grabbed her shoulder, forcing her back down. When she turned her head, she was staring up into the dark eyes of Lord Falcon, the tips of his long mustaches shaking slightly as he thrust into her.

Lord Falcon fell to his task with a determined pace. Though not as large as Milas’, his cock was long and thick, and he used it with speed and fury. The angle made Vivean groan as he kept her leaning down, her body bent away from him, his hand wrapped like a collar around the back of her neck.

There was a cough, and Lord Falcon grabbed Vivean by the hair, dragging her head up until she was on all fours. The head of another hard cock pressed up against her cheek, and she opened her mouth, letting the man feed it to her without thinking, relishing the salty taste of him on her tongue, before she looked up into Master Wren’s boyish face.

“Such enthusiasm!” exclaimed Wren to Baron Crane. The Baron, still recuperating, merely nodded. Wren took Vivean’s hair from Lord Falcon, holding her head up. His hips began to move, driving his cock down her throat. Vivean moaned around him, trying not to pull away or gag.

Lord Falcon’s hand made a reappearance on her stomach, the man leaning over her, her ass pressed against his abdomen as he drove into her. His fingers moved south, traveling across her navel to the fine, wiry hair that decorated her pubic mound until the tips grazed across her clit, making her shudder.

“Oh, yes,” murmured Lord Falcon, as Vivean writhed under his fingers’ attention, Master Wren holding her head in place as he face fucked her. “That’s made her quite a bit tighter. What a lovely whore.”

“It’s made her quite tight up here, too,” grunted Master Wren. Even as she reacted to Lord Falcon’s hand, Vivean could feel Master Wren’s cock twitching between her lips, the whole shaft tensing. The hand in her hair gripped hard, squeezing at the roots. Vivean increased her efforts, letting each of Lord Falcon’s heavy thrusts help drive her down Master Wren’s cock, his pubic hair tickling her nose.

Master Wren gave out a moan, and once again hot cum flooded Vivean’s mouth, pulsing out over her tongue. Wren held her head to him, groaning over her as he came, the thick milky substance slipping out of the side of her lips to dribble down her chin. Wren finally released her, stumbling away on legs like jelly. She swallowed, clearing her mouth.

“That was quick,” observed Baron Crane, from the couches. He was only idly engaged, his fingers buried in Lady Sparrow’s snatch as she stroked his still half-soft shaft, both of them staring intently at the show.

“She is born to her line of work,” snapped Master Wren. “I am merely an enthusiastic hobbyist. I cannot compete with a professional.”

“Lord Falcon appears to be making a go of it,” said the Baron.

Indeed he was, his pace still relentless as he pounded into Vivean, his finger driving electric shocks through her body from his clit, her voice becoming hoarse from moaning. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, but otherwise she felt ethereal, without form, the rest of her body subsumed by the pleasure pulsing from between her legs, his cock pistoning in and out of her pussy.

Vivean’s shoulders sunk back down to the floor, resting her head on the carpet, her eyes closing as the pleasure swept across her, her body shaking, and a loud moan escaping, though it came as though far away. There was a grunt behind her, and Lord Falcon somehow managed to increase his pace, pushing her climax to a new height. It sounded as though a woman were screaming in pleasure, and Vivean realized after a moment it was her.

“She’s soaked now,” she heard Lord Falcon tell the others, and there was a genteel laughter. She squirmed under the shame, not quite understanding how it seemed to be feeding her own pleasure.

The sound of a sharp smack of flesh on flesh drew her back into the moment, her eyes flying open. Beside her, Milas was staring at her, a red mark on his cheek. Dame Shrike had one hand still around his neck, her other raised to deliver another blow as he raised his head back to her.

“You vile beast!” she snapped. “How dare you finish inside me? Do you think yourself my husband?”

“No, m’lady,” said Milas, not meeting her gaze. The words came out strained, and Vivean saw that Dame Shrike was still riding the courtesan, bouncing herself as hard as she could, even as she rebuked the man.

“Explain yourself!”

“I could not control myself, m’lady.”

Dame Shrike’s imperious gaze soften slightly.

“Of course you couldn’t, you animal,” she said to him. She leaned forward, Milas’ cock slipping out of her, still hard and shining, Vivean’s gaze flitting to it even as Lord Falcon continued to plow her from behind.

Dame Shrike climbed off Milas, crawling on her knees to Vivean. Once again, a hand grabbed Vivean’s hair, the pressure on her scalp accentuating the pleasure bursting from between her legs.

“Clean me, girl,” said Dame Shrike. She sat down in front of Vivean, spreading her legs apart. Vivean glanced down at the glistening folds, the neatly trimmed spray of brown hair at the junction of Dame Shrike’s legs, some of Milas’ cum leaking out of her already. She dragged Vivean’s head against her crotch.

Vivean extended her tongue, gingerly. The salty, bitter taste of Milas’ cum flooded her senses, and she stroked up Dame Shrike’s pussy, her tongue catching the woman’s prominent clit. Dame Shrike shuddered, leaning back and steadying herself with one hand. Lord Falcon drove Vivean forward with his thrusts, pushing her further against the Dame.

Vivean began to lap harder at the soft lips in front of her, Milas’ taste receding and being replaced with the pleasant tang of Dame Shrike’s own juices. Her tongue explored further, pressing into the other woman, making her moan.

There was movement, and Vivean looked up to see Milas staring at her, stroking his own cock as he watched her work on the other woman. Vivean thrilled at it, faintly proud of her ability to make a professional courtesan enraptured. The Tevarian Whisperer had been right; she was the blade in the dark the Magister would never see coming.

Dame Shrike grabbed Vivean’s hair, forcing her back to work. Vivean’s attention began to focus now on her clit, teasing the nub back and forth, fascinated by the reactions it provoked. She had almost total power over the woman like this. Surely she wasn't the Magister; Vivean did not imagine Revaine would submit to someone else’s control.

Behind her, Lord Falcon seized Vivean’s waist hard, pulling her back slightly. Vivean ran her own hands up Dame Shrike’s body, grabbing her somewhat bony hips and keeping her mouth on her pussy.

Lord Falcon groaned and so did Vivean when she felt him spurting out into her pussy, the heat of him making her wild, the cessation of his movements, however, a disappointment. He pulled back, withdrawing from her, and she moaned into Dame Shrike’s cunt.

The Dame evidently found this at least partially enticing, gasping and releasing Vivean’s hair. She grabbed Vivean’s wrists, prying her hands off her hips, pulling them up until she had Vivean’s fingers resting on her small, pert breasts. Vivean rubbed her fingers back and forth and Dame Shrike moaned as her nipples rose into life.

Vivean’s tongue was riding Dame Shrike’s clit now, pressing into her hard, stroking it back and forth in more and more confident movements, her chin pressing against the Dame’s pussy. She pulled on a nipple, and Dame Shrike’s back arched to let her drag it further, the woman moaning so loud Vivean would have sworn it was in her own ear. The sound built until it broke into pieces, the cries echoing about the room, Dame Shrike’s legs tightening around Vivean’s head, smothering her slightly at the woman trembled, shaking as her pussy contracted, moisture slipping out of her along with the last traces of Milas’ semen.

When she was done, a fresh sheen of sweat coating her body, she lifted Vivean up and kissed her on the lips, then sent her tongue roving Vivean’s chin.

“What a delightful creature. I’m not sure where Revaine found you, but I wish to dwell there,” she said, patting Vivean’s cheek. “Maybe there are more diamonds in the gutter.”

Vivean said nothing, her jaw aching painfully, her groin aching sweetly. No one had ever assumed she’d come from the gutter before. But she had to admit that, having been used for the nobles’ amusements, it would’ve been hard to tell. It felt oddly liberating, the shame lifting away from her even as sweat caked to her body.

She lay on her side, staring at Milas working his large cock in his hands. He glanced at her, concern for her evident in his face. She gave him a brief smile, which he returned.

“Fuck her again, man,” called Baron Crane from the couch.

“Oh, indeed. They did couple beautifully, didn’t they?” asked Lady Sparrow. She was sitting in the Baron’s lap, his cock embedded inside her, her hips grinding as she looked back at Vivean.

Milas scooted closer, then leaned forward, grasping one of Vivean’s breasts and pulling the nipple to his mouth, sucking and biting on it until she gasped. He trailed his hand down her side, the fingers riding the curves of her body until her reached her thigh, pulling the leg forward until her knee was wrapped over his hip. His other hand slipped down between them.

Vivean gasped, grabbing his shoulders as he slipped his cock inside her, pulling her to him, rolling gently until she was laying on top of him. His hand wrapped around her neck, pinning her head to his chest, the hand on her thigh holding her steady as he plunged up into her.

“Delightful indeed,” came a voice, and Vivean glanced behind her to see Master Wren standing nearby, admiring the view. His gaze focused on Baron Crane. “Do you mind if I make some use of her as well?”

“Not at all,” grunted Crane. Vivean trembled a bit in Milas’ arms, but he kept her still.

Wren squatted behind her, and she felt his hands run down her spine before grasping her ass and spreading the cheeks apart. A digit explored her asshole and she tensed, her whole body becoming rigid.

“N—” she began.

“Calm, collected, and accommodating,” the voice of the Tevarian whispered in her ear.

She counted her breath, or as best she could with Milas fucking her as hard as he could, his cock sliding in and out of her pussy, well lubricated from her own juices and Lord Falcon’s cum. She willed her bones to jelly, pressing herself against Milas’ firm chest, focusing on the heat from his skin, the gentle thump of his heart.

Master Wren pressed his finger into Vivean’s ass, knuckle after knuckle pushing into her. She groaned, and Wren began to pump his hand, only very slightly. To her surprise, pleasure radiated through Vivean’s body and she gave a startled moan.

Master Wren apparently took that as motivation, pushing his finger in and out a little harder now, matching his efforts to Milas’ in her pussy. Vivean shifted, her body attempting to guide Wren’s fingertip to the perfect spot of its own accord, her discomfort fading.

She moaned with disappointment as Master Wren pulled his finger away, for a moment unable to cope with the emptiness.

“I think I should,” said Master Wren, responding to some unheard piece of conversation.

“She’s desperate for it,” agreed Baron Crane.

Milas was still driving up into her, pushing her hard, and Vivean thought the Baron meant more of Master Wren’s finger, a sentiment she mostly agreed with.

Master Wren grabbed Vivean’s arms, pulling them tight behind her back. She protested, struggling. In this position, she could not use the bracelet on her wrist if she’d wanted to, and she felt extraordinarily vulnerable in a way she had not when it had been in somewhat easy reach.

Master Wren spat and Vivean shouted in surprise as the saliva landed in the cleft of her ass, Master Wren’s fingers spreading it over her, ensuring it covered her. She tried to relax again, and he lifted her arms, her back curling as she felt his warm cock press up against one buttock as Master Wren guided it to her asshole.

“Oh fuck!” screamed Vivean as the head pressed against her sphincter, pushing it open, entering inside her. Alin Ostrogood never would have asked for this. No one from her previous life would even have conceived of this.

“Oh! Oh oh, oh!” she cried as Master Wren sank another inch inside of her. She gave praise that he was the smallest man in the room, but even still his presence made her shudder.

Milas began to stroke her back, dragging his fingertips down her spine, reassuring her slightly. He turned her head, pressing her lips open to kiss her, his tongue slipping into her mouth, trying to lure hers to action. Vivean’s attention began to transfer to him, and away from Master Wren, returning the kiss, aware of how soft his lips were and the feeling of her nipples rubbing against his chest.

Master Wren’s hips pressed against her ass, his entire length inside her now, and she groaned as the pain made its bed with pleasure. As if instructed by the noise, Milas began to fuck her hard again, his heavy cock pounding up into Vivean’s body, her pussy clinging to it, sending shivers of pleasure across her skin.

As if challenged by Milas’ movement, Master Wren began to fuck her hard as well, his cock slipping part ways out of her ass before he drove it home again. Vivean writhed, the fullness as both men filled her overwhelming her senses. When they withdrew too quickly, she rocked backwards a little, forcing them back into her.

“Oh fuck,” she cried again, spearing herself on both cocks at once. Milas was sucking on her neck, his tongue rubbing across her collarbone, the contact making her skin run sparks across it. Even Master Wren’s grip on her arms, tucked behind her as tight as he could manage, didn’t seem to hurt, Vivean losing herself to the sensation.

“Oh! Ah! Ahhhhh!” she screamed, her body reacting before she could even countenance it, her chest heaving with the waves of her orgasmic joy that tore through her body, her eyes closed, her forehead pressed against Milas’ chest.

“An indefatigable slut,” called Master Wren from behind her. His cock was still pumping in and out of her ass, wracking her with more pleasure. Below her, Milas was thrusting up into her. Her pussy squeezed him tight, and he groaned, the sound music in Vivean’s ears.

“Ah, yes!” cried Master Wren. Vivean moaned as she felt the first of his cum slip into her body, hot and thick in her asshole. He withdrew, making her moan again, and she felt the hot jets of his seed splatter across her buttocks and back. The tacky feeling of it on her skin, the knowledge that every pair of eyes in the room was focused on her, including the man buried to the hilt inside her, drove her wild, and she began to pump harder on Milas.

“You’ve set her off!” exclaimed Lady Sparrow, laughing from her perch on Baron Crane’s cock. There was a splatter of cum across her stomach, and Vivean thought the Baron must have finished on her. She hardly cared, though. As soon as Master Wren had released her arms, she had them on Milas’ chest, riding him fast and firm, the courtesan meeting her stroke for stroke as best as he was able.

It was not for long, however. In a moment, he had that almost pained, confused look of a man on the edge. He wrapped Vivean in his arms, holding her tight to him and she gasped as she felt him spurt.

“Oh, fill me, fill me!” she urged. One of the onlookers made another rude comment, prompting another round of laughter, but it only served to make Vivean thrill in the moment, the feeling of Milas’ hot cum pouring out into her cunt drawing most of her attention.

She lifted herself up, riding the length of his cock, staring at it as it slipped out of her, then fell back on top of him, panting.

“A wonderful show,” he murmured in her ear.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the steward, carrying a number of robes over one arm. “If you will make yourselves as decent and follow me in the smoking room for drinks, the Magister will greet you there.”

“I thought you said he was already among us,” said Master Wren.

“I did, Master Wren,” said the steward. “And he is, but he will not greet you here. Please take a robe and follow me.”

Vivean’s eyes flashed to him. The Magister was about to leave the room. Her gaze traveled across the guests, attempting to divine which one it was. Lord Falcon had said barely anything. Master Wren was a child. Lady Sparrow was not much better, although she had chosen to avoid participating. Dame Shrike might have been a likely candidate—a born leader, if ever there was one—if not for her willingness to lose control. The real Magister was careful to a fault, always secure.

Baron Crane, perhaps? The other showed deference to him, he was the first to rise and take a robe from the steward, the others following at his example. He’d only made use of Vivean’s mouth, though she supposed that so had Dame Shrike, although she’d found more use in Milas. Lady Sparrow might have been an easily amused woman, or she might be both the Magister and an excellent mimic of an aloof fool. Vivean thought the former more likely than the latter.

Vivean’s heart caught in her chest. She had nothing but a hunch. The Tevarian Whisperer had said nothing about this, about how to locate the Magister among the guests, only that by putting her in the manse she would have the best chance to find him. And now that chance was slipping through her fingers as the guests began to dress.

Master Wren pulled his robe on, wandering away from the crowd to look again at the curios that decorated the walls. Vivean watched as his hand reached into the shadow box containing the Eye of the Empress, stroking across the jewels and the engraved suns. Then he turned.

There was an expression on his face that unnerved Vivean. It was the sort of proud grin of someone who knows something only apparent to them, one’s own personal joke.

Vivean lifted her bangled wrist, staring at Master Wren, her eyes wide and hard. Her fingers touched the three runes in the order instructed by the Tevarian man, and the bangle felt like it burned hot for a moment, then went ice cold.

For Danil, thought Vivean.

Master Wren went tumbling to the ground. The guests shouted and screamed as he writhed, his spine bending at an impossible angle. He gasped and gurgled, his hands tensing into claws as he scratched at the carpet. His lips curled away from his teeth, his legs flailed wildly, kicking over the display with the Tevarian hand in the jar. The jar smashed, and the fingers on the hand began to move, crawling its way across the floor, towards the nearest door.

Milas threw Vivean off him, then leapt to his feet, dashing forward, a poker looted from the fireplace in his hand. In long, determined strides, he cut off the hand’s escape, the disembodied appendage attempting and failing to evade him by slipping under a chaise lounge. With an almost practiced ease, the courtesan impaled it on the poker like he was spear-fishing for it. The hand shuddered for a moment, then curled into a fist around the poker sticking through its palm as he lifted up off the floor.

Master Wren gave one ear-piercing shriek, his head lashing back and forth, and then he ceased to be.

The naked courtesan stared down at the wreckage of the guest; Wren’s face was a death mask of agony, the floor scratched from his clawing.

Milas looked back at Vivean and a small, blood-curdling smile crossed his face, lifting just the edges of her mouth.

He turned towards her, holding the poker topped with the speared hand as though it were some violent scepter and pointed at her.

She tried to turn, to run, but by then Milas was already chanting a spell. Her throat felt like it was closing up and when she took a step forward, she stepped onto empty air, rising off the floor, gasping, staring at her captor.

“No,” she whispered. She was almost her own height off the ground, the guests straining to look at her as she floated free from gravity’s chains.

“I’m afraid so,” he said.

He gave a perfunctory wave and Vivean thundered to the ground. A piercing pain crept its way across her limbs, making its way to her chest. She tried to scream, it was so unbearable, but not a sound came out. She couldn’t move a muscle, though she was trying to throw herself at him. The world began to grow black and she stared up at the man in front of her.

The steward rushed forward, placing an embroidered silk robe over Milas’ shoulders.

“Good evening,” he said, turning away from Vivean. He snapped his fingers, the fire in the fireplace bursting into heavy flame, the candles and lamps around the room roaring to life, wreathing him in bright light.

“I am Magister Revaine.”


"Awakening" by Alana Melos

Mora shifted her feet, her nerves running through her like a wild horse. The wizard Dux, her teacher, prepared the ritual which would finally elevate her to the rank of full practitioner of the mystic arts. It was a secret order, of which only a rare, chosen few attained. Not only did it require an inherent aptitude for magic, but also years of study to be followed by a secret trial. She had the aptitude. Those years of study were long behind her.

All that remained was the trial.

Shrouded in secrecy, but the trial remained unknowable. Nothing was written down for it--not that she had been able to read anyhow--and nothing was spoken. Whenever she asked Dux, he merely smiled and said, “You will see, when you finish your studies.”

She tossed back her thin brown hair, tucking loose strands of it behind her ear. The apprentice watched her teacher move around the ritual room, preparing whatever spell it was which would start this mysterious trial. Eagerness, anticipation, and a thread of fear wound through her slim body as she stood there, trying to memorize the words, gestures, tones, and materials he used for the ritual. Studying them gave her no real clues, other than it was a spiritual thing, which made sense. After all, who would send an apprentice out to kill a dragon or some other equally nasty beast? It had to be a test of character, or of spiritual strength… something of that nature.

“There we go,” Dux said, turning back to Mora and smiling, which made the corners of his eyes crinkle. She shoved her attraction for her teacher aside. This was not the time or the place. “All the preparations are made, save for one or two needed right before the ritual. Now, come, let’s have a seat and go over some of the details, hm?”

Mora smiled back at her mentor, though her lips trembled. When she sat down upon her regular stool at the corner of his large desk, Dux sat as well. He didn’t look like a wizard at all to her, and had been quite surprised when he approached her in the marketplace of her small village. No, Dux looked more like a warrior out of a faerie tale, standing tall and strong, his body lean and well kept. He even had a sword at his side, and was well versed in its ways. His looks were rugged, to put it kindly, and  he exuded the sort of strength one expected from someone who used his body for a living. With raven hair which had just begun to go gray at the temples, lively green eyes, and deeply tanned skin, the young Mora had found him fascinating and terribly attractive. When he’d plucked her out of a crowd and said that she had a special gift, she hadn’t even bothered to ask her parents if she could go study with him. She simply ran away with him the next morning.

Although he exuded the confidence of a king, sometimes even verging on arrogance, Dux remained a kind soul. He’d treated her with a respect and gentleness she wouldn’t have expected from someone so fierce looking. From the first moment, he insisted upon spending equal time honing body and mind. Her studies hadn’t been just books and charts and learning, but also exercising and mock sword play and outdoors craft. He often told her, “The mind is the weapon, but the body is the hand which wields it.” In other words, her body had to be as strong as her will, which was already considerable.

Thus, over the years, slight, thin Mora had picked up muscle and weight. She stayed lean and short, but was stronger than she appeared, like a willow tree. Though swift of foot and supple of body, the rest of her feminine charms had never really filled out. Her chest remained small, only two buds for breasts, and her hips too narrow, almost boyish. No good at all for bearing children, or for giving her soft curves. Her face, too, was all angles, save for her lips, which were too large. Out of sheer annoyance, she kept her lank brown hair short, barely reaching her shoulders, which didn’t help her overall looks. She wasn’t an attractive woman, but she wouldn’t need to be. No more worrying about which farmer or miller she would be married off to. Now she had the keys to forging her own destiny, one in which she feared she’d be alone. Dux had remained a solitary man save when he was training an apprentice, and, as much as she wanted him to, he never treated her as anything but a student, someone who was under his care. The realization that he would never touch her made her set aside her childish crush on the older man and focus on her studies.

The wizard found the tome he had been searching for, plucking it out of a stack of papers and dropping it between the two of them. “It’s been five years,” he said, looking at her with those brilliant green eyes which danced with a fire lit from deep within. “You could have tested earlier, I think, but I wanted to be sure. It’s always best to be safe rather than sorry.”

“What is the trial going to contain?” she asked, biting her lip afterwards to keep from speaking more.

“Life, death, everything in between,” he said with a casual shrug of his shoulders. “Every one is different, because every person is different.” The wizard paused to clear his throat, “At this time, I must ask you if you truly wish to pursue this path of power. It’s filled with dangers and uncertainty. It’s not a safe path… but it can be a rewarding one.” Mora made to answer, but he held up a calloused hand. “Let me finish.” When she nodded, he glanced away, then back. “If you say yes at this point, you will not be able to turn back, Mora. The first step to completing this spell is your assent. However, you must be warned. You may see parts of yourself you never would have thought existed, from the very best to the very worst.”

She steeled herself, wanting to at least look strong and determined for her mentor. “What does it consist of? The trial.”

“As you know, there are many worlds, many planes of existence,” he said.

“Like the astral plane, where the spirits live,” she said. “You’ve said as much before.”

“Correct as always,” Dux responded, favoring her with a warm smile which made her melt a little inside. “Spirits are the reflection of the world, or the world is a reflection of the spirits. We may mirror each other.” He shook his head, “That, I don’t know for certain. I don’t think anyone does. What matters is that at some point in the distant past, a spirit laid with a woman and birthed the first wizard. This still happens from time to time. They and their descendants are wizards. This is why we can travel the thirty-two paths of power to visit Faerie and other such realms.”

“I’m… I’m part spirit?” she asked.

“One or both of your parents were,” he said, “and one or both of them passed the gift down to you.” He smiled, holding up a hand to forestall her next question, “I couldn’t train whichever of them it was. Once a person passes a certain mark, they’re set in their ways. They wouldn’t be able to understand the knowledge I give them, nor would they accept their differentness.” He lowered his hand and let it rest over hers once more, causing her to thrill at the casual touch. She pushed away her feelings with a strong mental admonishment to pay attention, but it was often so hard when he was close to her like this. “That’s why I say you are special. But your spirit is mired in flesh. Although you can cast small spells — and quite well, I might add! — you’ll never progress beyond this point without awakening the spirit inside of you. A spirit is like fire. By lighting another candle, you don’t diminish the flame of the first… you simply awaken the energy within the second.”

“And we do this with the trial,” she said.

“Correct again,” Dux said with a chuckle. “I send you on a journey into the spirit realm. In some ways, it’s a journey to find yourself… your deepest, truest self.” He sighed softly, “It’s not just spirits of things and suchlike, you know. Spirits can be made of anything, including concepts such as good and evil. We watch for signs of ill intent in our apprentices to prevent loosing evil upon the world.”

“What sort of signs?” she asked, her fair features growing paler yet.

“Things to indicate a mischievous or evil nature,” he replied. “The awakening… it will change you. As I said, it will bring out your truest self. And if that truest self is one which desires to do evil….”

Mora looked down at herself, unable to meet his eyes. Am I evil? she thought. Is there even any way to tell?

Though she was skilled at hiding her emotions from her master, he saw the doubt writ upon her face. He leaned forward, placing a hand upon her jaw to turn her back to him. “I haven’t seen anything which would make me doubt you, Mora,” he said. “But all the same, evil hides. There are wizards, dark and twisted souls, who look for those sorts of apprentices and try to bring out the worst aspect of their students. It’s my hope you’ll never meet one, but they are out there. I see no such darkness in you.”

She looked up at him, her brown eyes meeting his emerald ones. “But there’s no way to tell, not for sure, is there?” Looking reluctant, Dux shook his head, not breaking the eye contact between them. “And if I don’t choose this awakening, I’ll remain how I am now, correct?”

He nodded. “Keep in mind that there are so many who are not good, or evil,” he said. “And it will change you. You’ll know everything you did before, but… differently. Your truth will have changed.”
     “What’s your truth?” she asked.

“Justice,” he said. “I serve — I am — justice. Though now I’m just your mentor. It’s a duty which falls to all of us to train those we find with the gift.”

“What would happen if I am… dark?” she asked, braving herself to hear the response.

“Then you won’t be allowed to leave here,” he said, leaving the word ‘alive’ unsaid. He gave her a tremulous smile, one more suited for her mousy face rather than his rugged one. “But I assure you, I see nothing in you which would make me doubt you.” Pausing for a moment, his fingers lingered on her jaw, sliding across her skin until he lowered his hand, reluctantly - or so she thought. “The last possibility is that you could die during the trial, or that your body wasn’t strong enough to contain the spirit, or that you run out of time and your body perishes from malnutrition. It’s a perilous path we walk, and I would not have you go into it uninformed. Now, when I ask, consider it carefully: do you wish to move forward with the trial?”

With that, he leaned back and crossed a leg, waiting for her reply. Mora looked down at the desk. Her finger ran over the groove in the grain, feeling the smooth wood over and over again as she thought about it. Once she knew what Dux was, she’d wanted to be a wizard. She wanted to cast spells and be… well, powerful. In her village, she had been due to marry soon to whoever liked her dowry. She wouldn’t have had a choice in the matter. It hadn’t been fair, although now that she thought on it, after she had moved into Dux’s cottage in the woods, the village’s temperament had changed. Slowly, true, but things seemed more... equitable. The wizard spent almost all of his waking moments training her, or helping her to strengthen her body. Was that just the effect he had on the area? Simply by existing here, had he brought justice to the order of things, made it so more people had a fairer say in things?

She racked her brain for any ready examples, but they had spent so much time away, the changes appeared miraculous whenever she visited. Shaking her head, she tried to close her eyes and look within herself, to see if she could detect any seed of evil or destruction. Mora had always thought of herself as loving and kind, but impatient, knowing she was meant to do more. She’d always wanted more. The potential within her had always danced just out of reach, taunting her, and frustrating her. It wasn’t until she’d met the wizard that she had had confirmation of that specialness, of her destiny. Was she truly destined to do more? Or was she merely delusional?

Mora took a deep breath. Her shivering stopped. When she opened her eyes once more, Dux sat there, his fingers stroking his chin as he was wont to do when waiting even though he had no beard. “Yes,” she said, her voice strong and confident.

“Very well then,” he said, but she heard the smile in his voice. The wizard stood and held a hand out to her. “Let’s get you started on your path.”

* * *

Mora lay naked in the circle Dux had drawn with elaborate care. The wooden floor felt hard and cold underneath her bum and back, so now she had an entirely different reason to shiver. Her small breasts pointed up at the ceiling, and she tried to keep her eyes focused there too, waiting as Dux anointed her with oils and drew sigils upon her with a thick white paste. Even though he was rough and rugged, she’d always found his eyes compelling, and his hands warm to the touch. During her tenure here, she’d daydreamed about him over and over again, though she tried to put away the girlish fantasies. Now that she lay here naked before him, those daydreams came back with a vengeance. Look at me, her body seemed to cry out. Look at me and love me.

Her cheeks flushed with something more than simple embarrassment at being naked before her mentor. The wizard continued to chant, and every time she glanced at him, he was looking at the book in his hand, or looking at where he was drawing on her skin. Every touch left behind a trail of warmth which faded slowly, leaving her aching. When she had been young, she’d kissed a few boys. One had even felt her breasts, which had caused her nipples to sharpen and ache. That one, Patrick, had been stiff between his legs. She’d touched him as he had touched her, but neither had been quite sure what to do to go forward, or if they should. Mora had wanted to do more. She understood these were the feelings lectured about in Church, that they were vile and evil and led to sin… but they didn’t feel that way. They had felt good, if frustrating and confusing. The encounter had left her shaking with a want she hadn’t had a name for at the time.

With the wizard touching her naked body, the apprentice lay as still as she could though that familiar ache between her legs had awakened, demanding attention. The best she could do was squeeze her thighs together to change the feeling, only to ache and throb more after she released. It was sweet torment, and one she could happily stand if it led to her destiny. The only thing she wished is that she had done more with Patrick so that she wouldn’t die a virgin, if it came to that.

“There, done,” Dux said, closing the book and setting it aside. She turned her head to look at him. His eyes blazed as they always did, but warmth and kindness were there too. “Don’t be ashamed of your body’s reaction,” he said, causing her flush to deepen. “At least, you ladies can hide it. You should have seen me at just past nineteen.” He chuckled, shaking his head and grinning.

With that, the spell of embarrassment was broken and she laughed with him. “What will it be like?” she asked, then blinked at her words, flushing anew. “The spirit world, I mean..”

He rocked back on his heels as he considered the question. “My mentor told me it depended upon what we brought in with us,” the wizard Dux said slowly. “Others would have it be a… completely interior journey, a journey of one’s own soul, while others yet say it depends on the environment.” He shrugged, “I think it doesn’t matter. What it will be is beautiful and terrible and wondrous and dreadful all at the same time. It’s… it’s alien.”

“Alien?” she repeated, not knowing the word.

“Otherworldly,” he said with a sigh. “I don’t think words can describe it to your satisfaction.”

“I’m ready,” she said. She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, letting her heart calm. With it, her body did as well, though the ache between her legs took its sweet time fading. “I am ready.”

“No matter what,” he said as he stood and moved outside the ritual circle. “Be true to yourself.”

“I will,” she said, but her voice was hardly more than a whisper, drowned out by the wizard chanting. Will it be a jolt? Will it hurt? There were so many questions and not enough answers!

Dux’s voice rose and fell. The cadence lulled her into relaxing. She understood about half the words, and he had told her what the intent of the ritual was: a journey into the spirit world. Without wanting to, Mora closed her eyes, listening to her mentor speak. His soothing voice carried her into relaxation, and then sleep.

She woke with a start. “Oh no!” she cried. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to fall asleep!” Sitting up, Mora looked to her mentor and gasped with shock. Instead of Dux, a tall man in shining white armor with a flowing brown beard stood there, a sword held in front of him with both hands. He watched her, his eyes blazing green, exactly like Dux’s. “Who are you?”

“You know who I am,” the tall man replied. The sword burned like white fire, and a sense of vigilance radiated from his visage.

“Is this the spirit world?” she asked him. He nodded, his eyes meeting hers. The same intensity burned there which burned in Dux’s eyes, but the same kindness and gentleness too. “You are justice then, but…” There was something more. It wasn’t just justice, or following the law. It was tempered with kindness, with a sense of fairness and fair play which overrode the law. “You are justice, tempered with mercy.”

The tall man, Justice, nodded his head. “I am, maiden,” he said, his voice reminding her of her mentor’s, but deeper, more reverent and hushed.

She was about to say more, but as she took a step back, she saw a glow coming from her skin. Her tanned skin was alight with white light from the glowing sigils Dux had painted, casting a soft glow over the room. Turning to look for a mirror, she gasped as she spied her body lying there still, save for a steady rhythmic rise and fall of her chest.

“Calm yourself,” she said aloud. “Dux said he was sending me to the spirit world… I just thought it would be all of me.” Saying it aloud made her realize how foolish those words were.

“What do I do next?” she asked aloud.

“Follow your path,” Justice said behind her. She jumped and blushed, thinking that all of this really felt quite real. Other than her body and Justice himself, the rest of the cottage appeared normal.

“My path… probably lies outside,” she reasoned. The apprentice looked up at the tall… man? Spirit? Whatever he was, she looked at him and smiled. “Thank you for the advice,” she said.

“I hope to see you soon, maiden,” he replied, his voice gravelly but warm. “I wish you luck on your journey.”

Steeling herself, Mora opened the door to the forest and gasped in delight. The cottage may have stayed the same, but the entire world had changed, had become wider and bigger. The forest stood around her on the hill like it always had, but somehow she could see beyond the forest to the village in the valley, and beyond that to the city, and beyond that to the capital city where the king of the land ruled. When she turned, she could see up the mountain range, then beyond it to another forest, then fields of grass, and then finally the cliffs of the ocean, with waves crashing upon its shore. In another direction lay more cities and wonders. She spun around, trying to take in everything before her until dizziness came upon her.

Then, she looked up at the stars, and staggered back under the weight of their beauty. Each star spun in the night sky, creating curlicues with trails of stardust. The sun peeked beyond the horizon, waiting patiently for its turn to come up, while the moon held court with faerie cats sitting on clouds of silvery mist. Beyond the stars, other worlds lay. When she focused, she saw them with clarity; other worlds and peoples and spirits dancing in each and every one of them.

Overcome, she looked down, but that was no good at all either. Below her feet lay the realms of faeries and kobolds and dwarves, digging deep in the dirt while the sidhe lords burst from their faerie mounds and rode the wild hunt into the night. Down her sight went, burrowing through the earth as if it were nothing at all, merely a veil to be pushed aside. There she saw creatures she had no names for working hard at smelting precious metals in the earth, their dark skins glistening from the light of the lava they worked beside. To one side dragons lay sleeping, their tails curled around mounds of gold and gems, one eye slitted open to watch for intruders upon their hoard. Deeper still, dark shapes danced and writhed in ecstatic terror, bending and twisting in incredible shapes, shapes no human could hope to duplicate. Come and join us, they seemed to whisper to her. Come and dance….

Wrenching her gaze away, Mora closed her eyes and blessedly only saw darkness. She took several deep breaths, then opened her eyes again. The same visions plagued her when she looked outward and upward, but when she focused on her path at hand, things seemed to stay to the immediate area. The apprentice cast her thoughts to what her mentor had told her, that she would find her self, her deepest, truest self. Where should she start looking? He’d been incredibly vague on everything else, which hadn’t been helpful.

“I was born in the village,” she mused. “Perhaps that’s where I should begin.”

Her mind made up, she began down the path, looking around at the emerald wonders which surrounded her. The further she got away from the cottage, the easier it seemed to keep her focus on what was just in front of her. Every tree, every plant, every blade of grass glowed with life. As she walked, she saw it wasn’t just a tree, but a dryad. It wasn’t just a field of grass, but a wave of tiny spirits working together. Each and every thing around her was alive, in the best sense of the word. Most of the spirits ignored her, though a couple waved or watched as she passed by.

The babbling sound of the brook which lay between the cottage and the village interrupted her thoughts. “That’s not right,” she said, murmuring to herself. “It should have been hours before I came here.”

When she turned around the bend in the road, Mora stopped in her tracks and stared, a blush creeping up her cheeks. Two women embraced. One looked much like the dryads she’d seen with nut brown skin and long green hair which fell down to her lovely rear. The other was made of water, crystal clear with light rippling through her. Her breasts were heavy, and she stood halfway out of the stream as she kissed the dryad, her hands cupping either side of the tree spirit’s face. At the sound of Mora’s swift intake of breath, the dryad looked up, her yellow eyes filled with alarm. In an instant, the dryad disappeared, leaving the river nymph with an empty embrace.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mora said, glancing at the naiad’s breasts then away.

The heavy breasted nymph lowered her arms and turned to the apprentice. “A mortal,” she said, purring the word. “I haven’t seen one of you in an age. Come here.” Mora hesitated, but the nymph continued to wave her closer. “Never mind Willeth,” she said. “She’s afraid of people since so many of you cut down her brothers and sisters. But I’m not.”

Mora approached wondering if this was the spirit she’d been seeking. She wasn’t quite certain how the whole process worked. “My name is Mora,” she said. “What’s yours?”

“I’m Tana,” she said. “Come and sit by my bank. I won’t bite.” She smiled slowly and leaned on the mossy grass, one arm folded under her breasts while the other idly splashed the water of the brook.

Doing as she was bid, Mora sat near the nymph and put her feet in the water. The river felt cold, the good kind which was refreshing and energizing. “I didn’t mean to scare her away,” she said.

“It’s alright,” Tana replied. “She’ll come back. She has to.”

“Has to?”

“I water the trees here,” Tana said, waving a hand to indicate the general area. “Unless it rains, they’ve no choice but to come to me.”

“I see,” the apprentice said. It made sense. The world and everything in it depended on each other, to a certain extent. “I’m on a journey to find my… my spirit self, I think.” She wanted to ask if the nymph knew anything about it, but held her tongue as the river spirit moved closer to her. Her heart sped up as she gazed upon the lovely spirit.

“You must be a wizard then, hm?” Tana said as she moved between Mora’s legs, pushing them apart. Mora bit her lip, feeling those cool hands upon her legs. “I don’t know what you seek exactly, but I can tell you that wizards often travel a long path.” She leaned in and Mora smelled her scent, like cool, clear water. The smell of her made her mouth water, and she wanted to drink her down. “A long and dangerous path. Why don’t you come and take a swim in me? It’ll help to give you strength.”

“I’m not sure if that’s wise,” Mora replied.

“Come now,” said Tana. Her hands moved up and down Mora’s legs, leaving behind a trail of beaded water. “I promise I shan’t drown you.” When she leaned in, her breasts brushed Mora’s, sending a shiver down the wizard-in-training’s spine.

“I… it’s a very lovely offer, but I think I should be going now,” Mora replied, though the nymph’s actions had made the ache between her legs renew itself. She’d never thought about kissing a woman before, but now that this beautiful, if strange, creature was in front of her, she could think about nothing else.

“Come and drink from my lips,” Tana said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Just one taste. It will aid you, I promise you that, wizard.”

“Just one…” Mora conceded. “Then I will have to go.”

With the assent, Tana leaned into her. Her body didn’t so much press against Mora’s, but slide over it. The apprentice’s skin tingled with the cool water, refreshing and arousing her. As Tana’s lips brushed hers, Mora closed her eyes and sank into it. The cold tongue teased at her warm mouth until she opened it for the river nymph. When she did, cool water erupted over her tongue. She sighed softly as the river nymph’s tongue slid over hers, filling her. She raised her hand to Tana’s cheek, finding it smooth and chilly, but pleasant to touch. The kiss filled her body with want. The desire between her legs grew more intense as it pulsed with the beating of her heart.

When Tana broke the kiss, Mora chased after her without thought until she opened her eyes and got ahold of herself. “That was… that was….” It wasn’t her first kiss, but it had been her first with a woman, and it had been just as exciting as it had been with a man.

“You are so hot,” Tana said, cuddling with the apprentice. “You warm me… and your mouth tasted so sweet.”

“Thank you,” Mora managed, her cheeks flushing.

Tana moved more fully between her legs and Mora found herself widening them to accommodate her. Instinct guided her. When Tana’s hand ran down the side of her face to stroke her neck, she shivered. The hand slid lower yet to her small breast, which it cupped. The cold brought sweet relief to her nipple, but the ache in her pussy increased. The dichotomy of feelings, hot against cold, elicited sweet tremors of excitement from the apprentice wizard.

“Do you want to go?” Tana whispered as her fingers stroked Mora’s hard nipples. “You can stay here with me a while. Would you like that?”

Though she wanted to stay more than anything, a sliver of fear wormed its way into her heart. “I can’t,” she whispered, pulling away. “I have to go.” So many emotions and sensations erupted in her, she wasn’t sure how to deal with them all at the same time.

“I love you,” Tana said, then brushed a kiss over Mora’s lips. “Stay with me. I love you, sweetling. Please.”

Mora opened her eyes to look into Tana’s watery ones. Desire pulled her towards the nymph. Her heart thumping hard in her chest, Mora turned away. “I can’t stay,” she said. “I should not have stayed this long.”

“No, please,” Tana cried as Mora slipped from her grasp. “No, I love you!”

The lust in her body gave way to concern as the nymph reached for her. Mora moved back swiftly, sliding back on her rump until she was out of reach. The water nymph could not, of course, leave the river. She pleaded and begged, clawing the dirt of the river bank as she reached for the mage, promising her everything.

This isn’t where I belong, Mora thought, her unease growing the more desperate Tana’s cries became.

“I’m sorry, I have to go,” she said as she got to her feet. With Tana’s begging echoing in her ears, she ran through the forest, heading to the village where she had been raised.

* * *

In the village, she didn’t see a single human. Many elves, faeries, brownies, boggans, sprites, and other such creatures frolicked together alternating between maintaining order and causing mischief. She’d heard so many tales about making sure to leave a bowl of sweet milk out for the house boggans, else they’d cause trouble. Who would have thought those stories were true? Mora walked into the village rubbing her arms to dispel the chill of Tana’s strange lust. True, she perhaps should not have dallied with the nymph, but to go from seductive to desperate seemed wrong, somehow.

Was it something I did? she wondered. But all she had done was let Tana have her way with her! It doesn’t matter now. I have to find my path.

Mora wandered further into the village, heading towards the market square where the communal well sat. Every seven days, the farmers and craftsmen would bring in their best crops or wares to display. Craftsmen from other nearby villages would arrive as well to advertise their wares. Hence, one never knew what they’d find on market day. Voices grew louder as she closed the distance.

When she arrived at the place she knew so well, for a moment, the mage thought she had somehow come to the wrong village. When she looked closer, many of the houses and buildings she knew were in the same place, but looked different from her memory. Some of them looked bigger, painted in gold and silver. They loomed over the square, sparkling with riches. Others stood withered, grey and dull, almost hidden in the shadows of the larger ones. The market square stood paved with a thousand different colors, a garish combination which somehow made sense in its loud cacophony. The well looked to be made of pearled stone, carved with the greatest of care. The biggest change were the denizens of the square. Not a single one of them were human, but faerie of all shapes, sizes, and clothing. A few pixies flittered around on gossamer wings, as nixies played on the lip of the well, their tiny silvery dresses wet and clinging to their bodies. Rougher sorts lurked in the shadows with tusks and horns and oddly colored yellow skin. Smaller fae strode through the square, picking up the different wares displayed on shimmering sheets of platinum to examine them, almost as if they were shopping. They dressed in plainly made bright clothing, small caps on their head. On either end of the market, two tall sidhe held a mad kind of court, their followers gathered around their feet as they argued.

The first was a male, portly, but still handsome even if he had a round face. Every single stitch of his clothing was made of gold: regular, rose, or white. His fingers had many rings on them, each more ostentatious than the last. His long, elfin ears went back and away from his head at an angle, parting his golden hair which caught the sun and shone. He sat upon a makeshift throne of gold, his feet perched upon the back of one of his followers.

The second was a lithe female, tall and striking. Her hair was white, long and flowing down the length of her back. Her dress seemed to be made of something soft, perhaps a cloud from a sunny day. It was white and it clung to her lean curves, accentuating them in a severe way. The hem, bodice, and sleeves of her dress were lined with small pink flowers which matched her eyes, giving some relief to the white. Though she looked lean, the woman remained beautiful in an otherworldly way. She stood instead of sat, and her followers gathered around, playing peek-and-seek in the edge of her long dress which trailed behind her on the ground.

When Mora entered the square, all conversation stopped. She looked around as the faerie all looked at her in various states of surprise. “A human!” a brownie finally uttered, which broke the dam of silence.

“Hush, hush now!” the tall lady said, gesturing for everyone to settle down. “It’s nothing to fret over,” she continued once the din had been quelled.

“I don’t mean to interrupt at all,” Mora affirmed from the edge of the crowd. “I’m looking for my path.”

“Well, perhaps you will find it yet, mageling,” the white lady said. “Come closer. Perhaps you can help us with something.”

“Help… you?” she asked as she made her way through the crowd to stand before the tall lady sidhe. “How? I’m not… I’m not a full mage yet.”

“We’re having a discussion,” the golden sidhe said, stirring himself from his makeshift throne. “Let us introduce ourselves. I am Prosperity-”

“Greed, you mean,” the white sidhe spat.

The golden sidhe scowled. “Prosperity,” he continued, stressing the word. “I’ve come to live in this little crossroads village, and have helped to make it strong.”

“I am Charity,” the white sidhe said as soon as her opponent fell silent.

“More like Foolishness,” Prosperity snorted. At that, his court burst into laughter while Charity stood there, her cheeks turning pink with anger.

Charity turned to Mora. “I’ve come to help the less fortunate in the village,” she said. “Where there’s greed, the poor suffer. But ‘Prosperity’ won’t share the wealth. People are starving, dying by inches.”

“And I say if they worked hard, they wouldn’t be starving,” Prosperity interjected, waving a hand around. “There’s plenty of work for those who are able-”

“But so many of them aren’t able because they are weak and sick,” Charity interrupted. “If they could only get a helping hand at first, then they’d be able to work and pay back the debt they owe.”

“As if they would after taking free handouts!” Prosperity shot back.

Charity sighed. “So you see, mageling, we are at an impasse. Neither one of us can convince the other. I shan’t leave as the spirit of charity is much needed here-”

“No, it isn’t!” Prosperity snapped. “If they wanted to be prosperous, they just need to work harder at it! People don’t become prosperous by giving wealth away!”

Mora looked back and forth between the two of them. The tall sidhe spirits stared at her, silently demanding an answer to their conundrum. She racked her mind, but nothing in her studies had prepared her for anything like this. The only thing which came to her was trying to make them see the middle ground, to join them together somehow, but in such a way they’d want to be joined. Her experience with Tana fresh in her mind, the first thought was to get them to fall in love, but that was silly… wasn’t it?

Silly or not, it was the only idea which came to her. “You two seem to be so much alike, two sides of the same coin,” Mora began, feeling her way along the words, choosing them with great care. “And I think it’s lovely that you both care so much for the people in this village. Both of you truly have good hearts.”

The sidhe beamed at that. If there was one thing she remembered from the faerie tales her mother told her when she was young, faeries and spirits both liked it when you complimented them.

“Of course I care,” Charity said. “I cannot stand to see people hurt so, when it would only take a small thing to alleviate their pain.”

“I care more for people,” Prosperity said, his words quick. “If they work hard, I reward them with comfort and riches.”

“What about those you’ve ignored?” Charity shot back.

“There’s only room for so many!” Prosperity retorted.

Mora held up her hands. “Please, great spirits, let me continue.” The two sidhe turned to her, their eyes blazing with the passion of their beliefs. “As I said, you are two sides to the same coin. You both are lovely and wonderful things people wish for when their luck is good or bad.” She paused, trying to figure out how to make this work. Dux had not prepared her at all for this! “What it seems to me is that you both control how wealth is distributed, correct?” They both nodded. “So you need to figure out how to work together, since your goals are the same.”

“We know that,” Prosperity snorted.

“Bear with me,” Mora said. “I’ve only just come into this situation, haven’t I?” When the golden haired spirit bowed his head in agreement, she smiled. “Good, so please, patience.” She paused to make sure they both paid attention, then took a deep breath. “I think that you are far more alike than not, and you match so perfectly with one another. I think that if you worked together just once, you would see how much better it would be partnered together than staying alone.”

“Just once doing what?” Charity asked, narrowing her eyes.

Mora stepped in between them. “Both of you, if you could come here to me in the middle?” Neither of them budged and their fierce stares were directed at the apprentice. “Please. You want a solution, don’t you?”

Reluctantly the sidhe spirits moved. Prosperity stood up from his makeshift throne while Charity nudged forward, taking tiny little steps. They glared at each other almost as much as they glared at Mora. “Now what?” Prosperity demanded once they’d reached the center.

“Join hands,” Mora told them, and again, both of them swiveled to look at her. She sighed. “We’re trying to work on just… one little thing, working together.” When they refused to budge, she held out her own, “Fine, hold my hand then, and I’ll act as a bridge.”

That they agreed to, and the spirits each took hold of one of Mora’s hands. The second the spirits touched her, their energy coursed through her. She took a deep breath as the power pulsed within. Her heartbeat sped up to match. Their energies didn’t feel that different from one another, as she had suspected. They were close indeed, with one slight difference: Charity required more compassion, where Prosperity required more exertion, yet the two spirits wanted the same thing for man: to be well, safe, fed, and content.

“You both want the same thing,” she said, her voice coming out in a soft whisper. “Believe me when I say that you feel the same, with only very small differences,” Mora said. “As a wizard, I know energies, can read auras….” She looked between them. “Here, let me show you.” With that, she kissed Charity before the spirit could protest. It seemed right, and her hands were otherwise occupied. The spirits should have been able to feel the energies coursing through her, but they were both so bullheaded, they weren’t even trying.

Much to her surprise, Charity opened her mouth to Mora. Their tongues touched as they explored each other’s mouths with gentleness. She tried her very best not to focus on the passion which stirred in her breast, but it built up so quickly, causing her to moan. When she did, so did Charity, and their sweet, simple kiss turned deeper yet, urgent with need. Mora longed to sink into the sidhe’s embrace, to taste her skin, tease her nipplies, and lick her sex. With effort born of a mind used to focusing, Mora pulled herself away, the sweet feel of Charity’s mouth still on hers. More importantly, she had but a small piece of Charity’s aura now, though only for a few seconds.

Before Prosperity could move away, Mora tugged on his hand to pull him closer and kissed him. This kiss turned hard and deep as the man had been quite enticed by the sight of the two women, and his eagerness shone through. As their tongues wrestled for dominance, she let Prosperity feel Charity’s aura, feeding it to him through the kiss. He shifted and moved closer to both women, his free hand going to Mora’s breast and pinching her nipple. Mora moaned, her passion swelling inside of her. She wanted so much to embrace them both, but she had to switch. It wasn’t supposed to just be one sided, but both understanding the other.

Mora broke the kiss with Prosperity, only to kiss Charity again and repeat the process. With just a little bit of understanding, she felt both would agree and come to a compromise. As she kissed the sidhe woman, Prosperity bent and kissed her neck, his hand cradling her small breast as he worked the nipple between his fingers. Charity’s free hand also moved, cupping Mora’s cheek as she turned the kiss deeper.

“We do agree on one thing,” Prosperity murmured. “We both want you. I could taste that in your sweet mouth.”

Charity broke the kiss, and gazed into Mora’s eyes. “We do,” she said. “Come and lie with us.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t. I have to find… find my path.”

“What say you this, fair one,” Prosperity said. “If you lie with us, we vow to make peace and work together for the good of this village?”

Mora bit her lip, looking between the two spirits. While she should move on, she simply couldn’t leave them to keep arguing like they had been. “Yes,” she said, thinking that little bit of charity to the less fortunate would increase the prosperity for all. Arguments and reason weren’t getting through to him, but if he were willing to make a vow, then the time delay would certainly be worth it.

“It is so,” Prosperity said, his voice echoing with finality. He claimed her mouth again, kissing her hard and fierce. Charity released her hand, so she could embrace them both, her hands cupping Mora’s rear next and squeezing.

Something hard and soft at the same time poked Mora’s side. When she opened her eyes, she saw both stood naked. Though Prosperity carried extra weight with him, it wasn’t unseemly. Instead, it augmented his beauty as it showed his true self. He wasn’t evil or malicious. The spirit was simply focused on what he was. Likewise, Charity’s body was soft and supple, her breasts full and heavy with milk, ready to give to all who asked. Mora pulled away from Prosperity with a gasp, bending to lick Charity’s delicate pink nipples. The spirit groaned with desire, urging her on. As Mora latched her mouth over Charity’s breast and sucked, Prosperity moved both of them, urging them down into a more comfortable position. Cushions and pillows came from nowhere, making the ground soft and pleasant.

Mora drank from Charity, the fresh milk filling and arousing her at the same time. Charity moaned uncontrollably, her hands plunging into Mora’s thin hair and ruffling it. “More, more,” the spirit whispered. “Take from me.”

In the meantime, Prosperity slid his hands over Mora’s back and rump, feeling the skin. Mora lay almost atop Charity. The other spirit lifted her rear until she was on her knees, her pussy exposed to him. “So wet,” he said as he slipped his fingers down her sex. “So lush and wet.”

His hard cock replaced his hand, rubbing against her pussy over and over again, teasing and tormenting her. Mora gasped, releasing Charity’s breast. The lady spirit moved up, and Mora kissed every part of her body which was presented to her until she reached the spirit’s wetness. There she spread the woman’s legs and licked, seeking the spirit’s pleasure, wanting to give as much as she had been given. As her tongue found Charity’s nub, Prosperity thrust into her, filling her in a single stroke and pinning her against the other spirit.

He pulled out of her to push in again, slow this time, letting her feel every bit of that hard length. Mora took the lust he made in her and channeled it into licking Charity. The sidhe spirit encouraged her by stroking her hair, urging her onward with soft cries and moans. The three of them writhed together in ecstasy, the energy of the two spirits flowing in and out of Mora’s spirit body, much as Prosperity’s cock moved in and out of her. Serving as a conduit between the two, Mora’s passion rose higher as their emotions rose. To her surprise, lust wasn’t the only emotion boiling between the two. As desire and pleasure rolled through them, so too did understanding and acceptance.

When Charity’s limbs stiffened as her peak drew near, Mora continued to pleasure the spirit, licking her pussy with abandon. Prosperity picked up his pace at the same time, his length pumping Mora for all she was worth as he groaned behind her. The malleability of the spirit realm affected all of them, and for the briefest of times, they were one unit working together in harmony for their pleasure.

The climax erupted from the three at the same time. Ecstasy washed through Mora, swept along with the passion from the two spirits. Prosperity rammed his cock deep inside her and held there as he came. Mora’s mouth slowed as she licked Charity to completion, her desire swallowing her. Charity clutched Mora’s hair tightly, her body rocking with pleasure. The flow of energy and lust swept through them like a tidal wave, sealing them as one for the briefest bit of time. When it ebbed away, the three were left panting and shaking with the force of it.

Mora extricated herself from the two spirits, thinking she should wipe the sweat from her brow, save that there wasn’t any. Instead, she watched the two spirits as they embraced one another, affection shining in their eyes. “I should not have been so judgmental,” Prosperity said as he gave Charity a kiss.

“I should not have been so demanding,” she replied as she stroked his hair.

“From here on, I will help the less fortunate,” said Prosperity. “Bringing them up from poverty helps all to prosper.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with holding some of your hard earned profit for oneself,” Charity replied, “so long as people treat each other with compassion and give what they can.”

The apprentice smiled to herself, pleased to see they understood each other. The pleasure at the sight faded as she stood. Although some of this felt right to her, it wasn’t her path. She felt some kinship with Charity, but it wasn’t… right. It didn’t fit. She had no other words to explain it, and so she left the new lovers and journeyed forward, choosing a direction at random and walking.

* * *

It didn’t take long for her to come across an open field, torn up by a maelstrom. Dark red energy spewed from a funnel made of wind. Her eyes hurt simply looking upon it, and Mora took a few steps back, intent on leaving the area completely. Two dark eyes opened up in the maelstrom, and she froze as they fell upon her.

“What do I do now?” she whispered. The storm blew closer. As it did, it shrank in size, becoming more concentrated. A strange thing happened next: arms and legs grew from the sides and bottom. The core of it turned hard and solid, and a head emerged from the top with fiery red hair. The man who was made of wind stormed towards her, his eyes flashing with lightning. Terrible and beautiful to behold — just like the storm within him — the spirit thundered,“Who seeks to stop me?”

Unlike Prosperity and Charity, this spirit stood quite naked. His skin was black with ribbons of grey rolling across his defined physique like clouds across a turbulent sky. His beard was long and wild, the same color as his wild hair. He towered above her.

“No one,” she said, her voice a squeak. “I’m just looking for my path… passing through.”

“This is my territory,” he snarled. “And everything on it belongs to me!” He reached forward and snatched her arms then lifted her off the ground. “That includes you!”

“No,” she said, her eyes wide. “I’m just passing through! I swear I’ll leave as soon as you put me down.”

“Too late for that, mageling,” the storm said as he threw her over his shoulder. “I’ll have some fun with you.”

The man made of storm strode away, carrying Mora over his shoulders. Each step he took lifted them both into the sky as he headed towards a castle made of the same dark storm clouds which colored his skin. Mora struggled, but his grasp felt like iron: there was no breaking it. What do I do? she thought. Think about your dealings with the other spirits.

Each of those encounters came down to sex. With Tana, it had simply seemed natural to let the water nymph kiss her. With Charity and Prosperity, she had used the sexual connection to act as a conduit so they would stop arguing and understand each other. Perhaps she could use the same sort of sexual touch to make the storm spirit listen to her, and let her go? Since nothing else came to mind, it seemed the only path to take. Mora resolved herself to wait for an opportune time.

When the spirit reached the castle, he stormed in and up the staircase. The air lay heavy and wet as jagged little bolts of lightning raced through the walls. When he threw her down on the fluffy cloud-like bed, she saw his cock stood hard and firm, ready to ravish her. “Wait!” she cried as he bent over her.

“I wait for no woman!” he thundered as he pulled her legs akimbo, opening her to him.

“Wouldn’t you rather have a willing partner?” she said. “I want you… will you let me love you?”

The spirit stopped at that, scowling. He eyed her with suspicion. “Is this a trick?” he growled.

She shook her head, “Not at all.” Sudden inspiration struck her and she cooed, trying out her best seductive voice, “Besides, aren’t you powerful enough to know when people lie to you?”

“Of course I am!” the storm spirit said. “No one lies to me!” Thunder boomed in the room.

“Then sit, and let me pleasure you,” she said, patting the dark cloud coverlet beside her. “If it’s not to your liking, then take me however you wish.” She smiled broadly as she sat up, fluttering her eyelashes at him.

Though clumsy, her seduction appeared to work. The storm spirit sat down, his huge cock jutting up at the ceiling. “Then pleasure me, mage,” he snarled. “And you’d best do it well!”

“As you command,” she murmured. The very act of him putting her over his shoulder had awakened her sexual desire, even though she’d just sated it minutes before. None of the words she said were a lie, though they weren’t the whole truth either. The thought of that massive manhood between her legs caused her desire to bloom into life. However, just as she’d done with Charity and Prosperity, she intended to use the act of sex to change his mind, to alter him, if she could.

Without hesitation, she got on her knees. The floor wasn’t stone at all, but soft and wet, like the rest of the castle. As she wrapped both of her hands around his cock, she wondered how she’d fit him in her mouth. All the same, though her clumsiness belied her inexperience, she licked the head of his cock. It was like tasting the dew off the grass right after a storm. His scent rose up and tickled her nostrils, bringing back fond memories of afternoon rainfalls. His cock pulsed in her hands, and she began to lick him in earnest, though he didn’t need to be lubricated at all. His skin felt hot and wet to her touch. Mora took heart from the storm spirit’s groans, urging her on. She licked down the shaft and back up again to circle around the head while her hands pumped his shaft slowly.

“Oh, that’s good, wench,” he groaned, thrusting up through her hands to bump the tip of his length on her lips. “I want in your mouth.”

Mora nodded. Her pussy wanted to be filled, but she forestalled her own desire to wrap her lips around the head of his cock. The taste of fresh, sweet rain filled her, and she sucked on him. Without quite knowing what to do with her tongue, she circled his cock with it, trying to elicit moans from the spirit. He bucked in her hands again as she sucked him with clumsy eagerness, trying to get more and more of his cock in her. When she swallowed him down, he pushed further. Expecting to be choked by such a mass of cock in her mouth, pleasant surprise flitted through Mora as she found she could accommodate him with ease.

The act of giving pleasure to the storm spirit brought pleasure to her. Soon, Mora bucked where she sat, her sex hot and wet with desire. As she sucked the spirit’s cock, her lust grew. Her desires had been awakened, and there was no ignoring them ever again. Her every thought and action centered upon this spirit, wanting him to take her, to fuck her, to make sweet, tender love to her.

With a gasp, Mora pulled her mouth from his delicious cock. “I need you now!” she cried, leaning up to rub her small breasts against his large cock, one after the other.

“Come to me,” the storm spirit said, his voice much softer now, cut down to whispers and groans. He didn’t move, save to take her by the hand and pull her to her feet.

As she looked down at him, she saw he had shrunk just a little bit. The biggest change was the color of his skin. It had faded from smokey black to dark grey shot with white. The lightning in his eyes were reduced to occasional flashes, though they smoldered with passion. Mora ran her hands along the storm spirit’s arms, feeling the hardness of his flesh and coming away with drops of dew on her fingers. As she straddled him, she locked eyes with him. So consumed with desire before, now as she sank onto his hard cock, feeling him fill her, the energy shifted and changed not only within him, but between them. His dark eyes faded from stormy black to dark blue to the color of the sky. As they moved together, the energy swirled and softened. The harsh edges of the angry storm faded into something just as passionate, but warmer and gentler instead.

When she closed her eyes and kissed him, a surge of power swept through her, electrifying her. She pushed down, taking all of his considerable length within her. As she did, the spirit groaned into her mouth, helpless in her grasp. She knew it, and realized the power she wielded. The air in the room changed, becoming hot and sweet, as she wanted it to be. When she withdrew then slid onto him again, he groaned, panting as she broke the kiss.

“Is this what you want, my sweet?” she asked.

“More,” he begged. “I want all of you, my love.”

Mora squeezed him inside of her, and they both moaned their pleasure. She moved with him, withdrawing, then coming together again and again. Each stroke of his cock built her palace of pleasure. Each movement of hers made him more and more passive, until the spirit laid back on the soft grey cloud bed, letting her ride him as she saw fit. Leaning forward, she placed her hands on his broad chest to begin fucking him hard. Her tiny breasts bounced as she fucked him, giving him as much pleasure as she gave herself during their love making. Mora watched with fascination as his skin lightened until it was nearly white with streaks of soft grey. His hair faded from angry red to all the colors of a sunrise, melded together in a waterfall which tumbled past his shoulders. Their surroundings turned soft, pink and white and yellow, looking like the sun peeking through the clouds. With every stroke, he became gentler, molded by their brief love.

Her climax came upon her in a rush, surprising her with the intensity. As she came, so did he, thrusting up into her and holding as he pumped his seed into her. Her pussy contracted around him, milking his large cock for everything it was worth as she slowly rode him, pushing and pulling to extend her pleasure as it filled every part of her body. When it faded, she kissed him as sweetly as she could.

He smiled up at her like the sun, bright and wondrous. “You are truly beautiful,” he murmured, half-sitting so he could embrace her. “A miracle of miracles.”

“I much prefer you like this,” she said as she kissed him. “Sunny and smiling, a happy cloud.”

The spirit boomed a laugh, which echoed faintly like thunder. “Ah, my love, I would happily let you ravish me again, but I need to be going,” he said. “It does need to rain.”

As she stood, so did he. In the blink of her eye, he disappeared, leaving her among the castle in the clouds. She looked around, surprised by his sudden disappearance. “Where am I supposed to go now?” she asked. There was no path… there wasn’t even a road anymore! “I’m lost, I’m so lost from where I’m supposed to be.” How would she ever find her way back to the wizard Dux through this strange world?

Something touched her shoulder. Mora looked up to see another spirit, a lady this time, beautiful and luscious. Her breasts were full and ripe, barely covered by a wispy strip of cloth. Her hips were rounded and gorgeous, and the pink cloth tied at her hip concealed her sex, if only just. The lady’s hair tumbled down her back, like the wild mane of a horse, or like someone just roused from bed. Her lips were rosy and full, and her eyes pink like the scrap of clothing she wore.

“Who are you?” Mora asked, her desire springing forth upon seeing the spirit.

“I am Desire,” she said, her voice a melodic tenor.

“Why…” Mora began to ask, but she simply couldn’t find the words. As she stared at the beauty before her, she knew she didn’t need them. “I called you,” she said, wonder staining her voice. “That’s why you’re here.”

Desire spread her arms. “Of course,” she said. “Your lust, long repressed, broke free during your test, and called me to you. We’re cousins to Romance, and the daughter of Love. Come here, my child. Come to me and let us be joined, as we were meant to be.”

The apprentice stepped forward, gazing into the spirit’s eyes. She saw herself reflected there, but not as her body was now. Instead, her lips grew full and lush, her breast bigger and fuller, her body more curvaceous. Her features were much the same, simply softened in places, and enlarged in others. As she watched the change in Desire’s eyes, so her spiritual body reflected it. When she reached out for Desire, the spirit wrapped her arms around her, cuddling her close. Her body lit up anew with lust, tempered with affection.

Instead of speaking, she kissed Desire’s sweet lips. With that simple acceptance, Desire melted into her as their spirits joined. Now Mora understood what it meant to be awakened… it wasn’t simply an acceptance of a spirit, but accepting herself, her truest self. She longed to be filled with desire, to have people of all kinds want her. Her deepest, truest want fulfilled, Mora sighed with satisfaction, feeling for the first time truly sated.

Knowing it was time to return, she willed herself back into her body. When she opened her eyes, she found herself back in the wizard’s cottage.

“Oh, thank the gods,” Dux said, stirring from where he sat next to her. “I feared the worst.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice rough. As she sat up, she saw her body had changed to reflect what was in Desire’s eyes. Power from the spirit coursed through her, strengthening her body.

“You were under for a long time,” he said. “I fed you herb laden water and honey, but I thought you would waste away.” He paused, eyeing her appreciatively. “And you’ve bonded with your spirit.”

“I have, yes,” she said, her voice sweeter to her ear. It sounded sultry and wanton, low and breathless. When she looked at Dux, she noted she saw his power, that of Justice shining through him, making him the man she’d wanted, softening his rough edges until his compassion shone through. His desire for justice burned inside him, but so too did his desire for her. She smiled, unable to look away from the man she had wanted for so long, the want buried in her so deep she denied it over and over again. “Come to me,” she whispered. “Let me embrace you.”

No longer an apprentice and a master, but two equals meeting together, the wizard Dux knelt by Mora, and kissed her sweetly.
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Equinox is a 27,000 word erotic novella featuring forbidden romance, sexual temptation and mouthwateringly unrestrained group sex. Free with Kindle Unlimited!

Arms And Armor by FV Meyer

"Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength in exchange for my beauty. Give me your strength..."

She could have settled for a usual life in her fishing village. She could have kept her name. But as the owner of an enchanted set of arms and armor, she instead went looking for glory as a wandering champion in far-off lands. However, her dreams soon dash against the hard shore of reality.

Wielding a club she knows only as "Kanabo" and wearing a set of armor with a past shrouded in mystery, she is gifted with supernatural powers in return for offering up her body. Half hero for her deeds and half heretic for dabbling with magic, she lives a hard life on the run from the white-robed inquisitors. But will her journey end in fame or infamy? Will her enchanted protectors be her salvation or her damnation? All she knows is that arms and armor are necessary to stay alive in a harsh world where corruption, zealotry and ruthlessness abound.

Arms And Armor is a 33,000 word erotic novella featuring a bisexual female protagonist caught in a destructive threesome with dominating supernatural forces. Free with Kindle Unlimited!

Coming Soon: A Fetch Job by Dragon Cobolt!


Uruk Press - Fantasy

For the best introduction to our fantasy range, check out our Sex & Sorcery anthology series:

Sex & Sorcery 2

"Northern Oracle" by EC Revelle - Alone and near death, Varia is offered a vision of what might have been and a future that could still be. But can her body endure the Northern Oracle's price?

"A Harem Of Harpies" by Ian Saul Whitcomb - When aging mage Bron and barbarous jackal-man Chortle Bonegrinder encounter females most fowl in the badlands of a savage realm, more than feathers will be ruffled...

"The Uninvited Guest" by Elaine Rose - A beautiful widow, her mysterious guest, a first-time lesbian encounter - it's going to be one hell of a party!

"The Victor, The Spoils" by Jamie MacFrey - The Canians have always chosen their alpha males through the Dominance: ritual unarmed combat until one man is left standing. But Vel, the headstrong young leader of her tribe, is about throw tradition to the wind to make sure she gets the right man for the job.

"The Summoning" - Lilya Loring - Apprentice wizard Ekron defies his master and uses magic to summon his perfect lover. But is true love under his nose?

"Partners" by Ian Blackwood - Gordon and Elirel have been working together for years, ever since the elf saved him from a horde of goblins. He knows everything about his friend and comrade. Oh, except he's somehow failed to notice that she's a woman.

"Queen Takes Knight" by Belinda LaPage - In an ancient land of raven-haired, bronze-skinned warriors, Rose's red hair and freckles mark her as a pariah. Impossible to love, she will never feel the touch of a man, or so she believes until a stranger is brought to the prison where she tends the cells - a warrior from an alien land, his hair and skin like her own.

"The Dark Ones" by PT Winters - The appetite of the Dark Ones for corrupting virgins is legendary. But myths can be mistaken...

"A Shade's Choice" by Guinevere A Hart - An exclusive addition to the Hells Unleashed universe that reveals the darkly erotic history of Commander Finde, head of Ardyth'tol's most elite fighting force.

"A Thimble Of Sweet Honey" by Zoe Miller - As old loves rekindle and new ones burst into spectacular flame, conscientious faery Myna, carefree runt Kless, and a very lucky surprise guest settle in to enjoy a truly wonderful spring equinox.

Sex & Sorcery 1

"Born To The Forest" by AW Freyr - Deep in the forest, Aelan encounters a woman growing in an ash tree. Has he finally found another of his kind?

"Elvish Inquisition" by Victoria Arius - Pain and pleasure blur in a world of religious persecution and unrestrained passion where a young elf must uncover a dark conspiracy.

"Norn's Cavern" by EC Revelle - A bold adventurer dares to enter Norn's cavern to slay a monster but finds all is not what it seems.

"Queen's Gambit" by Belinda LaPage - Pride comes before a fall for a rapacious nobleman bent on domination.

"Dark Wood" by DA King - The fairies of Fair Wood turn foul as the wicked Queen Morgana corrupts the land.

"The Troop" by FV Meyer - The newest recruit shows her love for her fellow troopers as they seek rest and recuperation during the war of the chase.

"Judgment's A Bitch" by Guinevere A Hart - Introducing Grand Judicar Galatea in a standalone story set in the same world as The Lady Of Dawn's Light series, for fans and newcomers alike.

“Paying Off A Contract” by John Evans - An exclusive extract from the forthcoming fifth book in the legendary Adventures Of Pervikar series.

You can also explore our whole catalogue:

Amulet – literary erotica. For those who are turned on by plot, prose and character.

Arrow – sugar and spice and all things nice. For those who want grand romance, steamy sex and happily ever afters.

Broadsword – strictly hardcore. For those who want larger than life heroes and heroines, epic escapism and lots and lots of sex.

Amulet

Dark Water by AW Freyr

Fencing Academy

Destitute and alone, Lyza Dunwall returns to the city of her birth with one thought on her mind: vengeance. But when her fortunes change and she is enrolled in the prestigious Sara Sunderland Academy of Fencing, she soon finds the world is more complicated when you’re rubbing shoulders with the likes of the Duchess Adriana, the most powerful girl in the world. Seduced by the lifestyle of the Rotham elite, Lyza must reconcile her competing desires or die trying. Meanwhile, the Weeping Maiden stalks the streets, revolution is in the air and the malevolent River Blackwater flows slowly past the living and the dead.

Fencing Academy is the darkly seductive debut from fresh talent AW Freyr. The start of a major new fantasy series, it begins the captivating Lyza Dunwall’s remarkable journey of moral, political and sexual awakening against a backdrop of murder, necromancy and swordplay. For fans of the erotic intrigue of Jacqueline Carey and the verbal cut and thrust of Scott Lynch.

Duel To The Death

Duels, assassinations attempts, political intrigue; Adriana graced front pages with fresh scandal each day.

Adriana Challette I, Duchess of Rotham, is in grave danger. Her friend and classmate Lyza Dunwall has revealed herself an enemy, and her rivals rush to take advantage. In an abandoned factory a haphazard alliance is born between new money and old magic, intent on restoring a forgotten covenant. Meanwhile, a father's rebel legacy bears rotten fruit, and a revolution is reborn.

Lyza herself is drawn into the darkest corners of the Rotham underworld in pursuit of revenge. Who are her true friends and who are those merely seeking to use her as a pawn? She must navigate these dangerous currents, whilst coming to terms with the secret of her own past.

As the restless dead seek their own restitution, uncaring for what the living pay, the city becomes a maelstrom, and in the eye lies the rivalry between Adriana and Lyza. The outcome of their enmity could put Rotham to the torch.

The Squab Fiends by Victoria Arius

A devilishly erotic blend of history and fantasy, The Squab Fiends is the tale of a sinister and perverted conspiracy which reaches the highest levels of Victorian society.

John Maginn, an aspiring writer and dilettante is exiled to India and crippled in battle as a punishment for one debauch too far. In the depths of disgrace, he is ensnared by the hypnotic Rani of Jhansi, a succubus who feeds on desire and who ties him to her ends by fuelling his addiction to opium. It is only when John faces the abyss, that salvation is offered by the mysterious Lunar Society, who offer to rebuild his leg and return his soul. Will he ever be whole again?

Elizabeth Herbert, an alluring widow with fortune and connections, is as free as any woman can be in Victorian England. While searching for her old lover Maginn, she discovers an appetite for new experiences, including adoration of the fairer sex and sado-masochism. But will she find true love and freedom, or be enslaved once more?

Damodar Rao, prepared to rule as a prince, instead finds himself indebted to a whorehouse in London. To pay his way, he learns to excel at pleasing both women and men and while honing his talents mixes with the highest in society. His love for John and Elizabeth masks the dark magic and violence running in his blood. Quick tempered but charming, where do his allegiances really lie?

Arrow

Hells Unleashed by Guinevere A. Hart

With Good Intent

As a young elf raised among humans, Céde just wanted to be normal. But when strange new powers emerge, marking her as a sorcerer, “normal” is forever beyond her reach. With her dark and sullen guardian Varrin and her stalwart half-orc companion Jorak, she journeys across forbidden lands to join others like her at the magical academy known as the Spire. There, they will learn to use their goddess-given power and prepare for war against an ancient and terrible enemy.

All the while, the demon god known as the Lord of Hordes bides his time. As celestial bodies align in convergence, a gate between worlds will open to allow his armies through to join him in plundering the world of Velith. Will Céde and her friends be strong enough to face the hordes and save their planet, or will the world of Velith be destroyed in the chaos as the Hells are unleashed? With Good Intent is the first book in the three-part Hells Unleashed series.

Bells And Buckets

Elf Céde and half-orc Jorak are young and in love and just want a normal life. But life in the magic academy known as the Spire is far from normal. Céde must come to terms with being a powerful sorceress and become the leader that is her destiny. Meanwhile Jorak must choose between becoming a master blacksmith or joining the Shades, an elite military outfit. With all these competing demands, can they find time for each other?

And time is the last thing they have. The Lord of Hordes is tightening his grip on the kingdom of Ardyth'tol. How long before he moves against the Spire and all Céde and Jorak hold dear? Bells And Buckets continues the epic fantasy romance begun in With Good Intent. The Hells Unleashed trilogy will conclude with Devil To Pay.

The Lady Of Dawn's Light by Guinevere A. Hart

A powerful, erotic adventure series for fans of romance and epic fantasy alike, now available in a single omnibus edition.

Hope's Awakening

Adri, a light-hearted and affectionate elf, is loved by everyone she meets. Even the gods are moved by the expanding radiance of her spirit. So she has no idea why someone wants to kill her. On top of that, her mother and the emperor are missing and no one seems able to do a thing about it. While those around her are tempted to despair, Adri’s faith is enough to propel her forward. Through it all, she is challenged by her love for Krellyn, a brooding dark-elf with a past darker than his flesh. Is her hope enough to save her family, the empire, and maybe even Krellyn?

Hope’s Ascension

Adri and Krellyn are now happily married and living a life of domestic bliss with their daughter Jubilee. But dark-elf Krellyn’s past won’t leave him alone. Two thousand years ago his cause was betrayed and Elelmin, the god of the high-elves, was killed by the locust-headed demon known as the Prince of Winds. The land was sundered, Elelmin’s soul was shattered and Krellyn was caught in the cross-fire. Now the Prince of Winds wants to finish what he started. Krellyn will do whatever it takes to protect his family but for them to survive, Adri must ascend to her true calling.

Broadsword

Dragon Jade Chronicle by Jamie MacFrey

The ancient Guild of Sorcerers is weakening and, at their lowest moment, their oldest enemies, the barbaric Dragon Clans, have launched an invasion of the Metropolises of the East. And this time the Clans are winning.

Pol Burr doesn't know he's a warlock until he accidentally saves the life of a knight in green armor. Lady Kiera vai Ullan was born to be noble warrior but finds herself captivated by her scoundrel saviour. Brought together through unlikely circumstances, the mismatched pair develop an equally unlikely attraction. But falling in love might be easier that staying alive, especially when they hold the key to defeating the Dragon Clans once and for all.

Dragon Jade Chronicle is a 160,000 word fantasy novel combining sorcerers and sex, princesses and passion, legends and love. With scorching sex scenes, breakneck pace and a surprising amount of heart, this erotic adventure is a must for all epic fantasy fans.

The Adventures Of Pervikar by John Evans

The classic erotic epic fantasy series from John Evans is now available for the first time in a new and definitive four volume edition.

Pervikar

Pervikar Devon is just an average farm-boy. Oh, except for the fact he is a half-ogre who stands seven and a half feet tall and has green hair. One day Per accidentally incurs the wrath of the queen by protecting two young women from the advances of a corrupt baron, and is forced to flee her assassins.

So begin Per’s adventures. Leaving his home far behind, he sets out to find fortune, fame and female companionship. As he journeys across the strange, magical world of Provost, he encounters orcs and goddesses, mages and ghosts, and even a dragon. Along the way, he learns to be a leader and a lover, and using all that nature has endowed him with, rights a lot of wrongs and beds a lot of women. Per gets his intelligence and compassion from his human mother, and his strength and… size from his ogre father.

The Rescue Of The Queen

Perikar Devon’s adventures have taken him from one side of the world to the other. He’s learned much but lost everything so, tired and weary, he returns to the Capitol in search of his friends. But before he can find them, he witnesses the kidnap of Queen Shara – the woman who tried to have him killed.

Knowing he will be unfairly blamed for her disappearance, Per resolves to rescue her. She almost murdered him, now he must save her life! Heading out of the city, he starts a long journey that takes him from a magistrate’s perverted dungeon to an orgy in a far off dwarven fortress. Will he be able to must fulfill a prophesy and overcome powerful sex magic to rescue the queen?

Karina's Quest

Karina Devon hasn’t seen her son Pervikar for over a year, ever since Queen Shara tried to have him killed. Then, out of the blue, she receives a summons from Per’s ogre father, Gar. He tells her that Per must take part in the ritual of neccar, where he must mate with every woman he has ever had sex with. If he fails to complete the ritual, the ogre god Ahhspah will take his soul. Unfortunately, Per has been a busy boy and has sown his seed across the world of Provost. So Karina must set off on a quest to reunited him with his past loves. All of them. Then there is the small matter of finding her son.

The Ritual Of Neccar

Pervikar’s adventures are almost over. Once an innocent farm-boy, the half-ogre has grown into a noble warrior. He has faced gods and ghosts, dragons and dwarves, mages and monsters. He has even taken Queen Shara, the most powerful woman in the world and once his greatest enemy, to bed. Now he has assembled her and his other lovers to take place in the ritual of neccar – the sacred ritual that will see him take on the mantle of his ogre heritage and truly become a man.

But first his mother Karina must recount how she ventured into the underworld itself to bring back a demoness and a dead woman to play their part in Per’s future. She must navigate pirates and foreign courts before entering the nine hells. Along the way, she slakes her thirst for battle with her axe and her lust for sex with her body. The end is in sight but she must confront her biggest challenge yet: being turned into a man!

Morgana by DA King

Morgana of the Black Moon. Harbinger of Hell, Ransacker of the Righteous, Violator of Virgins. Her titles number as many as her sins, her infamous cruelty only matched by her unsurpassed beauty, renowned and feared throughout the land for her mastery of sorcery and seduction.

But, dear reader, she was not always so. Before she enshrouded the kingdom in darkness, before she forged the Black Knight, before she was Morgana of the Black Moon, she was… Morgana. Simply Morgana. Born from a humble coven of simple means, named after one of the greatest witches in history, the young Morgana began her tutelage under the great Voroven, the oldest living disciple of Merlin himself! This is her story…

DA King is a writer and painter who favors pulp sci-fi and fantasy, a baroque aesthetic and erotic transformations akin to those seen in cheesy 1980s horror movies. Morgana, a tongue-in-cheek tale of evil, good and very large breasts, is his first novel.


Uruk Press - Science Fiction

Space Princess by Cyrano Johnson

The galaxy is full of wonder and adventure, but it can get cold and lonely in the depths of space. That's why the gorgeous ladies of Space Princess Entertainment are on a mission of pleasure. No challenge is too big, no planet too distant and no party too wild! Let love rule among the stars!

The Fourth Rule

Captain Titania Hollander is ecstatic to have been put in charge of the S.S. Ecstasy, spreading the Space Princess message across the galaxy. Dressed in her regulation bikini, she knows that she and her crewgirls can take anything that life throws their way. But their first mission to Kathol IV is no cakewalk. The Universal Broadcast Network seems like innocent entertainment for the planet's television loving populace but with Golden Week approaching, Tania and the rest of the S.S. Ecstasy soon discover the network is hiding dark and degrading secrets.

Ill-Met By Moonlight

Dr. Naomi Bell, Chief Medical Officer of the S.S. Ecstasy, is ecstatic to be reunited with her Academy mentor, the eminent scientist Dr. Karl Cullen. It is a reunion that promises sexual and scientific breakthrough until the sudden arrival of a nude and threateningly hot alien woman on the ship. Haughty and naive, she introduces herself as Princess Arwyn and claims to be a Faerie, the legendary creatures of Earth mythology.

But is Arwyn as naive as she seems? It is not long until she has Cullen and the rest of the men onboard the Ecstasy under her thumb. It is up to Bell, Captain Titania Hollander and the rest of the Space Princess officers to defeat Arwyn and her diabolical companion Oberon.

The Pegasus Run

Journeying to Pegasus VI to entertain the crowds at the Pegasus Run, the galaxy's greatest space race, should be a cakewalk for the girls of the S.S. Ecstasy. But Captain Hollander and her crew hadn't counted on their hated rivals, Galactic Queen Fantasia, trying to steal the contract out from under their noses. Hollander knows that Captain Mina Starks will do anything to degrade and humiliate her and the other Space Princesses so this is going to be one hell of a dance-off.

But that turns out to be the least of Hollander's worries. Soon she is enmeshed in a huge conspiracy involving the Jek, the bestial leader of Pegasus VI, Duke Khaga of the evil Khandai empire and the upper echelons of Space Princess Entertainment itself. Suddenly, losing a dance-off doesn't seem so bad. Will the crew be able to use their bodies and their minds to survive or will they end up subjugated and enslaved?

Caution: The Space Princess series contains extreme sexual content and graphic depiction of mind control and otherwise dubious consent. Never fear! The crew of the S.S. Ecstasy find strength even in submission and always triumph over adversity.

The Boys Of Colony Theta by Martin Drax

Andrasta Y, named after a warrior goddess of the ancient British Iceni tribe, was a sophisticated bio-weapon, a genetically mutated airborne plague that targeted any human that carried a Y chromosome. The virus only caused mild, flu-like symptoms in women but in males it was invariably fatal.

By the year 2457, the population had declined from a peak of over 7 billion down to just over 2 billion people. There were just three men for every ten women but, thanks to the efforts of those running the breeding programs, their numbers were increasing steadily. It simply became a fact of life that in order to have a child, a woman was drafted into the global breeding program and ordered to report to one of the world’s 24 main breeding colonies where she was assigned a donor male to have sex with and then bear his child until it could be born in the safety of the colony.

So it was that what had once been a man’s world had now become a woman’s world. A world into which were born three boys on 15 September 2439 in Breeding Colony Theta. Their names were Danny, Harry and Jim and they were about to embark on their journey to the outside world. A world in which they would be second-class citizens.

These are their stories…

The Boys Of Colony Theta features female domination, male submission, bondage, restraint, corporal punishment, clothed female nude male (CFNM), chastity, orgasm denial and CBT.


Introducing Biggest Blade Books

Biggest Blade Books have partnered with Uruk Press to bring you the best in contemporary erotica.

A Real Trouper by Court Franklin

Davey shouldn't have anything to worry about. His girlfriend Tucker is a hipster actress with feminist leanings. There is no way she'd be interested in a meathead like Mitch, one of the bros in her Crossfit class. Or so he thinks until she sees an intimate photo Mitch texts her.

Jealousy is sickening, painful, hurtful, but that passion I'd felt… That was something I needed to feel again.

Could it actually be that Davey wants to be cuckolded? Hooked on the thrill of erotic humiliation, he encourages Tucker to push the boundaries of their relationship. But after one particularly revealing performance with her comedy troupe, things start to get out of hand.

A Real Trouper is a 23,000 word erotic novella involving group sex, swinging and proof that size really does matter. Free with Kindle Unlimited!

Controlling Interest by Court Franklin

She made deals fall apart because men couldn’t keep it in their pants around her. She caused boyfriends to screw up at work because they’d do anything her pretty mouth said. She brought rich old men to the brink of a heart attack because they wanted a piece of her pretty young self so badly. And for that she needed to be punished. And she finally found herself a well-hung bully willing to give her what she so deserved.

Reagan was the belle of the ball and her fiance Brandon loved showing her off at his office Christmas party. But when he is called away on urgent business, he is forced to leave Reagan at the tender mercies of a bunch of alpha male financiers. She doesn't think she has ever met them before but they seem to know some intimate secrets about her - secrets that will ultimately unravel her self-control.

Controlling Interest is a 26,000 word novella featuring a hot young fiance cheating with multiple partners and submitting to total male dominance.

Moving In by Ashley Romero

Ambitious young Jill is so excited to be finally moving in with her laid back boyfriend Zack. But then it turns out his douchebag ex-roommate has sub-let his half of the apartment. Worse, it is being rented by Brad, the obnoxious jerk who deflowered Jill's best friend on prom night and then never called.

Jill wants Brad, his ego and his motorbike gone. But gradually his alpha male charm starts to rub her the right way. And the apartment walls are awfully thin. Perhaps Zack shouldn't have teased her about being such a prude because Jill is thinking all sorts of nasty thoughts.

Moving In is a 39,000 word erotic novella featuring a good girl indulging her inner slut with a bad boy who is bigger than her boyfriend in every respect. Is this just lust or is Jill falling in love? Free with Kindle Unlimited!

Gym Wife by Max Keith

Scott Herrick isn't a pervert; he's just a married, middle aged guy who wants to stay in shape. It's not his fault the Stair Steppers are positioned right in front of his workout area. It's not his fault that women in the gym love to wear yoga pants. And it certainly isn't his fault that Becky Lansing's ass is so goddamn irresistible.

When a wardrobe malfunction moves the pair from nodding acquaintances to gym buddies, it also lights a spark. Scott and Becky aren't getting what they need at home so they decide to embrace their inner perverts and explore each others bodies.

Gym Wife is a 31,000 word erotic novella about two people who love their spouses but satisfy their lust outside their marriage, featuring first time oral and anal. Free with Kindle Unlimited!

Fool Me Once by Max Keith

Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice...

Liz Lerner wishes she could get over Jason Trench. Bad enough that she's been having an affair with one of her husband's sales colleagues. Worse that she has allowed him to dominate her body, using it as his no holes barred personal plaything. But it is intolerable that he has dominated her soul as well.

When Jason moves to San Francisco, it seems like Liz might finally break free of his influence. But that is before she discovers his position is being filled by his protege, the devastatingly attractive Elliot Dolan. Is history about the repeat itself?

Fool Me Once is a 39,000 word novella featuring a mature, married woman who has succumbed to sexual domination at the hands of a well hung bully but just can't stop cheating. Free with Kindle Unlimited!

Wide Open by Max Keith

His tongue lay there in a broth of saliva, a long flaccid snake pushing nervously against his lower central incisors. His eyes stayed open just long enough to meet mine as I felt them go wide. Shit, but that was a long one! A tongue like that, I could do things with.

Kim Collins's boyfriend has been away with his hockey team for weeks and she is horny as hell. So when new patient Mike Tawney walks in and opens wide for his dental appointment, she knows it is only a matter of time before she opens wide for him, regardless of little details like his pregnant wife. Kim is about to get her itch well and truly scratched.

Open Wide is a 39,000 word erotic novella featuring an aggressive female protagonist who gets what she wants. Repeatedly. Free with Kindle Unlimited!
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