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Sex & Sorcery 4


"Rogues In The Night" by EC Revelle

Ky was three sheets to the wind and working on four. She made a wobbly circle motion with her fingers and the barkeep poured up another round of the smoky, black spirit — something nice this time, she’d said, not the usual rotgut from the cheapest, seediest tavern in Rill. They were celebrating.

Sineo was on her left, smiling and making eyes at the cooing whore beside him, trying to talk her into fucking for free and doing a good job of it. She was a buxom wench, tits nearly spilling out of her bodice when she leaned forward and stroked the short black hair of his beard. Sineo’s olive skin seemed to shimmer in the candlelight. Or maybe Ky was just so fucked up that everything seemed to shimmer.

On her right Chlori shouted “Drink!”, summoning Ky’s attention. One pale hand was lifting the glass of spirit up to Ky’s lips, the other grasping a handful of the wavy brown hair that fell in unruly tangles down Ky's neck. Ky thought about how badly she needed a haircut. But the thought was transient, insubstantial, and Chlori practically dumped the liquor down her throat, following it with a searing kiss. Ky tried to kiss her back while swallowing and then coughing at the burning sensation running down her gullet.

“Good girl,” said Chlori as she relaxed her hold. Ky panted as her friend ran a milky white finger across her lips, pressing it into Ky’s mouth and bidding her to suck it. “I’m going to have my way with you tonight,” said Chlori. It wasn’t a request, or a command, but a statement, assured and final. Chlori’s red hair seemed aflame in the candlelight. Ky could only nod in response. Her loins were on fire, and she wasn’t in a mood to play coy. “Biggest fucking score I’ve had in years. I’m going to celebrate by fucking you every way a woman can fuck another woman. And in some new ways no one’s ever even thought of yet.”

Ky moaned. “One more round,” she croaked. “For luck.”

Chlori laughed and ordered the drinks. Strong spirit, whatever it was, with a heat that reminded Ky she was alive. She savored this last one, let the smoky, earthy flavor linger on her tongue, wondered how she’d got by on rotgut for so long when there was liquor like this to be had. Her reverie didn’t last long before Chlori nearly tackled her off her stool, the taller woman dragging Ky bodily across the common room. Sineo caught her eye as they passed and gave her a knowing wink before turning back to his whore who looked ready to let him bend her over the bar, yank up her skirts, drop his trousers and impale her right there…

She was getting soaked thinking about it.

Ky stumbled on the creaking staircase which seemed to buck like a mad steer. She busted her lip open on the wood floor and started laughing, wheezing from mirth, crying because she couldn’t feel any pain and everything was warm and musical. Chlori picked her up in two strong arms like a ragdoll and hauled her up the stairs. Ky tried to find her footing but the ground was proving elusive, and she half-stumbled, half-slid to their room, dragged behind the redhead.

The door slammed open and Chlori pushed her towards the bed, which Ky flopped down onto in a heap. Chlori pounced, kissing her ruptured bottom lip, groaning in delight at the coppery taste of blood. One strong leg pressed between Ky’s, grinding insistently into her sex through the fabric of her trousers. Ky’s breath caught in her throat and she clutched Chlori’s shoulders, shivering all over. She couldn’t believe she was coming already but there it was, stars in her vision and head exploding with bliss.

“Gods above,” Ky managed to gasp out. “We should celebrate like this more often.”

“Every day’s gonna be like this from now on,” said Chlori. “We’re rich. And you’re my little slut. Sineo can have you sometimes but I own you.” Chlori bit down on her lip and suddenly Ky was coming again, just like that.

Her head was swimming, the bed was spinning, Ky didn’t know if she was awake or asleep. She felt a tug around her ankles, the feel of fabric on skin, then cool air on her nethers as her trousers slipped over her hips, catching at her booted feet. Ky’s fingers found the buttons on her shirt and fumbled over them, the digits seeming numb and swollen. A laugh, the snorting, unflattering kind, escaped her throat.

“Fuck it,” said Chlori. “I can’t wait anymore.”

Ky felt the other woman’s weight above her. Chlori was scooting up her body, one pale, nude leg on either side of her. With a sharp jerk Chlori took hold of Ky’s shirt and ripped it open, sending buttons skittering across the room. Chlori scooted forward, heat radiating between her legs as she dragged herself across Ky’s breasts and shoulders and neck until her lover’s sex was hovering above her face. With a groan Chlori lowered herself, clutching Ky’s face with her thighs and squeezing. Ky’s nostrils were full of the other woman’s musky scent, her face surrounded by smooth pink flesh, and she sucked it into her lungs, feeling it in her nose and mouth and on her tongue. Her arms groped blindly to clutch against Chlori’s pliant ass and shapely hips, and her tongue slid from her mouth to sink into her lover’s folds. Chlori made a high-pitched mewling sound and began grinding against Ky’s face, her hands finding two fistfuls of dark brown hair.

“Yessss,” Chlori hissed. “Worship me.”

The only thing cutting through the haze of alcohol was the sharp taste of her lover and the insistent throbbing in her sex. She spread Chlori’s folds and found her jewel, flicking across it without subtlety and making Chlori jump.

“Keep doing that,” moaned the other woman.

Ky rubbed the flat of her tongue across Chlori’s pearl in a rapid insistent motion. Chlori began to shudder all over, gentle tremors at first, then she shrieked as if lightning-struck and shook violently, clamping down on Ky’s head as she came. The pressure of the larger woman’s thighs was intense, and Ky thought she would suffocate and die happy as her lover gushed wetness onto her face.

Then it was over. The pressure let up and Chlori went limp, slumping to the bed as if her strings were cut. She gazed at Ky through half-lidded, lust-filled eyes and with one weak hand gestured for her to come hither. Ky slithered closer, until their lips were inches apart.

“You made me come so good,” said Chlori. “You always make me come so good.”

“I’m your slave,” said Ky, slurring slightly. “I live to lick your cunt. How about another drink for your slave?”

“Later,” said Chlori. In a smooth, fluid motion she rolled Ky over and scooted up behind her, pale legs and thighs nestling against Ky’s tanned ass. Ky surrendered, adoring the way Chlori captured her body, enfolding her into a possessive embrace. Chlori’s breasts pressed into her back, and her mouth found Ky’s neck and collarbone, kissing gently. One pale hand squirmed its way between her legs, parting her netherlips with a long finger and rubbing from bottom to top, stopping on her bud and applying gentle pressure while Ky gasped. It was one of those moments where time seemed to stand still, like they were frozen in crystal. She had a sudden vision of the night she and Chlori first met six months ago in that old temple. The fiery-haired woman said she liked the way Ky moved, and it wasn’t long after that they were in bed together, locked in an identical embrace to this one, Chlori whispering possessive words while Ky inched closer and closer to orgasm. The other woman’s fingers move with a gentle pressure, teasing and stroking, belying her belligerent nature. Maybe it was the drink, but time seemed mixed up and she didn’t know if it was now or then anymore, only that she was close, right there, just on the edge, every muscle tensing...

That was when the door exploded. It was a sudden, deafening crash of splintering wood and screeching metal, leaving the door hanging limply from a twisted hinge. Ky watched, stricken with shock and drink, as four men streamed into the room, all holding clubs. The leader, a tall, wiry man with an angular nose and a sword on his hip, pointed with his club at Ky and Chlori, and the other three advanced.

Chlori howled and launched off of the bed at the nearest man, wrapping her nude legs around his chest. He grunted in surprise when the red-haired woman clawed at his face, leaving four red gashes as the skin tore away in parallel lines. A second man stepped behind the grappling pair and cracked his club hard across Chlori’s skull. She fell to the ground with a pathetic moan and flopped around, attempting to get to her feet. The rest of the thugs gathered around and started reigning down blows, one after the other, while Chlori struggled to shield herself.

Ky tried to get up and help, but her whole body was made of lead and didn’t want to obey. She felt dizzy, and the bed seemed to be floating on a choppy sea as Ky rolled about and struggled with the blankets. A guttural, throaty chuckle bubbled up. It was actually sort of funny, that the night should go this way. She didn’t feel afraid, really. More than anything else she just wanted another drink. The men finished up with Chlori, who now sprawled naked and unconscious on the floor, and turned their attention to her.

“Before you rape us,” she slurred. “How about a drink? Puts me in the mood, you know.”

The wiry man stepped forward. He looked her over for a second, and Ky tried to give him an alluring gaze in return, her brown hair falling across her face in tangled clumps. She managed to roll onto her hands and knees, small breasts dangling below. Then the tall man’s club arced around in a blur, crashed into her temple, and her head exploded with painful bright light.

* * *

Cold. Freezing cold. And wet.

Ky opened her eyes, gasping, and realized she was drenched with ice water. Her first instinct was to hug herself for warmth, but her arms didn’t seem to want to move. She looked at them curiously and saw there was rope around her wrists, fastening them to the arms of a chair. Her legs wouldn’t move either.

“We’re busted,” said Sineo. Ky looked to the side and saw her partner, a grim half smile on his olive-skinned face. He looked fine, other than a bump on the side of his head. Not a hair in his elegantly manicured goatee was out of place. “At least you got to have some fun first.” His eyes flicked downward to Ky’s bare breasts and the remnants of her shirt that hung open. Someone had pulled her trousers up, so that was something.

She looked to the other side and saw another woman there, naked and tied to a chair. It took her a moment to realize it was Chlori. The redhead’s pale face was a pulpy mess of blood and angry purple bruises. There was a hateful, feral look in her eye, and Ky recoiled a bit when it turned on her. “Could’ve at least tried to help me,” she said accusatorily.

Ky only managed to shrug. “I did. Sort of. Didn’t do much good.”

Chlori shook her head ruefully and spat out a glob of blood onto the stone floor. “Fucking lush,” she growled. “Don’t know what I see in you.”

The words stung, but Ky was used to insults from Chlori. She deserved it. Ky looked around, realizing for the first time that there was another person in the room. The wiry man with the angular nose stood in front of them holding a bucket, which presumably held freezing cold water until a few short moments earlier. They were in a chamber with stone walls and no windows, and only a pair of guttering torches for light. The man swayed to the left and right, seeming about to topple over. The whole room was swaying, come to think of it. Then Ky realized that she was still quite drunk, but now she was freezing as well and her head throbbed slightly.

“You three are fucked,” said the tall man.

“Can’t we talk about this?” said Sineo, in his most placating tone.

“Not me you need to talk to.”

A door at the other end of the chamber swung open. The three thugs from earlier walked in, followed by an older man wearing an expensive doublet. He was nearly bald, with just a graying crown of hair remaining. His features were sharp, especially his eyes, which looked appraisingly on each of the three captives in turn.

“Shit,” hissed Sineo.

“Shit, what?” asked Ky.

“You don’t know me?” asked the older man, an amused expression on his face.

“Should I?” slurred Ky.

“That’s Dance,” explained Sineo. “He’s… ah…” Sineo trailed off, unsure how to finish.

“I’m the man you stole from,” supplied Dance. “And I am not a person accustomed to being stolen from. Generally I am the one doing the stealing. Somehow you three learned where I keep my valuables, which means an associate of mine has a loose tongue. But that is an internal matter. You bottom feeders made off with a small fortune in gemstones, but the fence you took them to works for me, and now your incompetence has led you to this crossroads. We’re here tonight to discuss your fate.”

“Fuck you!” screamed Chlori, startling everyone with the sudden outburst. “You can lick my asshole, you wrinkly old fuck!”

Dance smirked and shared a knowing look with the wiry man, who shrugged.

“You must be Chlori,” said Dance. “I have heard of your… ferocity. Most impressive. Only in this instance, I think it has been misallocated.” His gaze swept over the three of them. “And Sineo, I have heard of as well. A famous man among burglars.” Sineo smiled rakishly, flashing two rows of perfect teeth. “But you, I am unfamiliar with.” Dance turned his piercing gaze on Ky, who couldn’t help laughing nervously.

“I’m Ky,” she said. “Maybe we could have a drink and get to know each other.”

“I think you’ve had enough already,” replied Dance, wrinkling his nose in disgust.

Sineo squirmed in his bonds beside Ky. “Not that I’m not enjoying this sparkling conversation,” he said, “but perhaps we could get to the point? Is this leading up to a grisly end for us, or do we have a chance here?”

“A chance,” repeated Dance thoughtfully. “I am generally not a forgiving man, but in this instance you may well have a chance. I am in need of a burglar, you see, and a talented one. There is a woman who lives in a mansion on the hill at the edge of the city. You know the one?”

“The Lady Graj’s estate,” said Sineo. “We know it. No one ever goes in except the lady, and no one ever comes out except the lady. Strange rumors about that one.”

“Strange indeed. I have had dealings with this lady, and I have discovered that she has something I want. An amulet of immeasurable value. My normal methods will not suffice, for she must not see my hand in this. Thus, I require freelancers. I will give you until morning to bring me this amulet. If you succeed, you will leave Rill and never return, but you will live. If you die in the attempt, then at least your last moments will be interesting. If you refuse my offer, then it will be an early night for us all, I think.”

“Piece of lizard shit,” barked Chlori. “Take your amulet and shove it up your ass.”

Sineo cleared his throat loudly. “I think what Chlori meant to say is that we are stunned by your magnanimous offer, Master Dance, and-”

“What I meant to say,” shouted Chlori, “Is that only the gods above know why this bald-headed cunt doesn’t kill himself when everyone knows his shrivelled prick hasn’t worked in years!”

Dance took a deep breath and sighed hugely. He snapped at one of the thugs, and a man stepped forward. There were four red gashes down his face where Chlori’s nails had scraped away the skin, still oozing with blood. The man drew a long knife from his belt and smiled wickedly. Chlori thrashed in her bonds, jerking the chair so hard it bounced off the ground. The tendons in her neck stood out as she struggled, but the ropes held her fast. She snarled with hate as the gash-faced man walked over and took hold of her red hair with one meaty hand, pulling her head back. Then he dragged his knife across her throat, cutting it slow and deep, practically sawing through it. Chlori continued to thrash weakly as crimson blood fountained across her shuddering pale breasts, but soon enough the light faded from her eyes and she went limp.

Sineo was cursing under his breath to Ky’s right. Ky could only stare at Chlori’s blood-soaked body, the night in the old temple coming back to her clear as day. Chlori had been covered in blood that night too. Ky had snuck in to steal the wine from cellar, since the priests were rumored to have a stash so fine it’d make the King of Cairen blush. That was when Chlori and Sineo showed up. They were hiding from the watch, Sineo ranting furiously about a job gone wrong and unneeded violence, Chlori’s hands dripping red as she stared hungrily at Ky. She liked the way Ky moved, she’d said. There was no discussion: Ky belonged to Chlori then. It wasn’t like she had anyone else.

Ky couldn’t fight a dark, rueful laugh, remembering what seemed like moments before when Chlori had her wrapped up in her strong arms, nimble fingers playing over her pearl, telling Ky that she owned every inch of her body. Now Chlori was dead, and blood was still gushing from her opened throat. No one owned Ky now. With a lurch her stomach heaved, and she vomited all over herself.

“I trust I’ve made myself clear now?” she heard Dance ask, the voice muffled over the blood pounding in her ears.

“Quite clear,” said Sineo, his voice subdued.

“Good.” Dance gestured to the wiry man. “Kine will give you the details. I have other business to attend to.” Ky caught the older man’s eye, but she was having trouble focusing and for a second it seemed like there were two of him. “Clean this one up first,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “Or kill her. I leave it entirely up to you, Kine.”

Dance left the room, and for a moment there was silence. Ky was still trying to focus. Her mouth tasted like bile. Gods, how she wanted a drink to wash away that taste. Kine seemed deep in thought, and fingered the pommel of his sword absently. Sineo looked back and forth between the two of them, for once at a loss for words. The other thugs simply waited, still as statues. Ky snorted out a laugh in spite of herself, and raised her head, stretching out her throat for the tall man, so that the veins bulged. Might as well make it easy for him.

“Not yet,” said Kine, with a quick shake of his head. He handed the bucket to the man with the gashes on his face. “We’re going to need more water.”

* * *

Ky’s head was throbbing, partly from the clubbing she’d gotten earlier but mostly because the spirits were finally wearing off. The worst part about being drunk was not being drunk anymore.

“We don’t know where the amulet is in the house, only that Graj keeps it secure,” said Kine, but his voice was like a hammer in Ky’s ears. She wished he’d shut the fuck up and just bloody kill her. At least he’d had the decency to give her a new shirt.

“How are we supposed to find the bloody thing?” asked Sineo.

Kine shrugged. “You’re the famous burglar, not me.”

They were crouched in an alley beneath the outer wall of the estate. It was eight feet high and topped by wrought iron spikes, and behind it was a wide courtyard patrolled by guards. Assuming they got past all of that, there was still the actual matter of breaking into the mansion. Ky thought about running, but only briefly. Kine had brought his friends with him, including gash-face, and they were the ones holding the weapons.

“Dance did tell me to give you this,” said Kine. He produced a folded parchment and handed it to Sineo, who opened it. On it was a drawing of the amulet, a smooth lozenge of black metal with tiny glyphs carved into the surface. “He calls it the Midstar. Says it will give him power over men. I don’t know about all that, but it might just prolong your life, if you don’t fuck this up.”

“Sineo never fucks up,” said Sineo, affronted.

“You did when you stole from Dance. Anyway, getting into the house will be the easy part. It’s whatever’s inside that you should be afraid of. No one’s ever been inside, except Graj, but we hear all kinds of rumors. They say she’s a magician, and that she consorts with dark forces. All we know for sure is that the Count and the Council do what she says. Dance doesn’t like that. He feels they should be listening to him instead.”

“So this is a power struggle between your master and the Lady?” asked Sineo.

“I guess so,” said Kine, shrugging again. “Not really my area of expertise, is it? Look, we don’t have all night.”

“A drink,” croaked Ky. “For luck.”

Kine raised an eyebrow, and it was Sineo’s turn to shrug.

“She’s better with it,” said the olive-skinned man. “Just a taste, perhaps?”

Kine sighed and handed her a small canteen. Ky yanked out the cork and tipped it back, guzzling half the wine inside before Kine snatched it back, sloshing a few drops onto her new shirt. She smacked her lips with satisfaction, reveling in the warmth in her chest as the wine slid down her gullet. It was like medicine. The throbbing in her head lessened almost instantly, and she felt alive again.

“For a famous burglar, you keep some odd company,” said Kine.

“She was really more Chlori’s partner than mine,” said Sineo, frowning. “Can’t deny she has a talent for sneaking into places, when she’s not stupefied with wine. Or worse, sober. Shall we, Ky?”

Ky nodded. Sineo knelt down, cupping his hands. Ky took a few running steps and planted a boot in her partner’s hands. He heaved her up, propelling her into the air, and Ky’s hands found a grip on top of the wall. With a strained grunt she hoisted her weight onto the wall, deftly wedging herself into an awkward crouch between two iron spikes. She held down a hand for Sineo, who crouched before springing straight up and grabbing her offered hand. With a yank and a scrabbling of boots on stone, she pulled him up after her. Ky shot one last look at Kine before they dropped over the wall. The bastard actually looked impressed. This was the part of thieving she loved: the thrill of movement, the rush of wind through her hair. It reminded her of Chlori, and everything she’d learned from her. The thought made her slightly ill.

The pair landed softly on the grass on the other side of the wall. Off to their left they saw a lone guard on patrol, slowly coming their way. There was no cover between the wall and the house, so they flattened themselves on the grass in the shadow of the wall and prayed. The guard’s crunching footsteps came closer, halted for a moment, then moved on. Ky held her breath until the footsteps were inaudible. Then they stood, nodding to one another, and darted across the grass.

Flat against the stone wall of the house, they halted to get their bearings. They were on one side of the mansion, tucked into a corner where one wall met a chimney. Ky’s heart was pounding. She wished she’d have just taken that whole canteen from that bastard Kine.

Sineo pointed up. On the second story, about ten feet above them, was a window, slightly ajar. Ky nodded. This time Sineo went first. He took a few steps back, broke into a quick run, and jumped into the corner, kicking off the chimney wall and propelling himself over to the window. One of his hands slipped, but the other found purchase beneath the open window. He dangled precariously for a moment, then managed to swing his other hand up and take firm hold. In a few breaths he’d hauled himself up and into the house. Soon his head reappeared, grinning with self-satisfaction. He beckoned for Ky to follow, and held out a hand.

The sound of boots crunching on grass floated into her ears, and she hesitated, a brief pang of fear going through her. But it didn’t last long. They were probably going to die anyway, right? So what’s the point in being afraid? She copied Sineo’s approach, kicking off of the chimney wall and scrabbling up the corner to grab Sineo’s hand. Her partner heaved, and then they were inside.

Ky risked looking out the window to watch the guard pass below. He moved past the open window, oblivious to their entry. Then she looked at their surroundings. They’d climbed up into a bedroom, and an ornate one at that, with a lavish four-poster bed and a sideboard carved from dense wood. It was dark save for the moonlight shining through the window. A sudden impish urge came over her, and Ky sauntered over to where her partner was taking in their surroundings. She slid up behind Sineo, wrapped a hand around his chest, and folded herself into him

“What’s this, then?” asked Sineo.

Ky nuzzled his neck, planting a soft kiss there. “You got interrupted earlier. That whore looked like she was begging for it, too.”

“No time, my dear,” protested Sineo. “We’re on the clock.”

“Fuck Dance, fuck the amulet,” said Ky. “He’s going to kill us anyway. How about one last roll in the sheets?” She slid a hand down the front of his shirt, past his belt, and cupped his manhood through his trousers, pleased to see it was hardening for her. “We’ve got a nice bed right here. It’d be a shame to waste the chance.”

Sineo spun around suddenly, grabbing her by both wrists and holding her hands above her head. Ky gasped as he leaned in, kissing her fiercely. “I want to bend you over that bed and fuck you senseless,” he said, his hot mouth an inch from hers. “But I don’t want to end up like Chlori. I’ve got a chance here and you’re not going to screw it up for me.” He let her wrists go and one hand closed around her throat, squeezing gently. Ky’s eyes went wide. “Can you keep it together? Because if not, I’ll kill you myself, right here.”

The pressure around her throat tightened just a bit. Ky felt the blood pounding in her head. Her mouth parted, and she met his feral yellow eyes. Do it, she urged him silently. What was left for her now, without Chlori to own her? Do it.

Sineo shook his head, snorted derisively, and relaxed his grip. “You’ve been worse than usual lately, Ky. Last thing I need is for you to be a liability. I miss Chlori too, but she knew the risks. We have to look out for ourselves now.”

He walked away, out of the bedroom and into the hall, without looking to see if she followed. Ky stood alone in the room for a few moments, until her breathing returned to normal. Sineo was a bastard. She’d always known that, but he was slick and capable and a great fuck so it never mattered. But now with Chlori gone…

She chuckled to herself. What did it matter? They were going to die anyway. Might as well indulge him a bit.

Outside, the hall was silent. The entire house was empty and dark, a vast and still space, like they’d entered a shadowy echo of reality. The walls were adorned with lavish oil paintings, and intricate vases and statues stood sentinel on narrow tables, each looking like they’d fetch a small fortune. On any normal night a burglar would be thrilled to have such a place to themselves, but Ky only felt a sense of foreboding dread ticking at the back of her skull.

It was on the mezzanine above the grand staircase that they first saw the Lady Graj. Sineo stopped abruptly and held Ky back. They flattened themselves against a wall, crouching low as soft footsteps drew closer. The lady herself came up the stairs, a dark spectre in the silent house. She was dark-skinned, her head shaved completely bare, and she wore only a thin gossamer gown that sparkled in the moonlight. Graj was tall and striking, a vision as if carved from marble, with smooth skin and a tranquil expression on her face. The thin garment she wore was nearly sheer, and her ample breasts were plainly visible beneath it, the points of her nipples standing out against the fabric. Ky felt an ache in her nethers just looking at her. Graj walked barefoot up the stairs and turned her back to them, proceeding down the hall in the opposite direction. She opened a door and disappeared from view.

“She didn’t have the Midstar,” whispered Sineo. “But I bet she’ll take us to it.”

He started tip-toeing after the lady, but Ky caught his arm. “Wait.” She pointed down the grand staircase, to where a light flickered in a side chamber off the first floor hall. “That must be where she came from. It could be down there.”

Sineo thought for a moment, playing idly with his mustache. “We should split up,” he said. “We don’t have all night, after all. I’ll go after the lady. You check out the ground floor.”

Ky nodded, only the slightest bit disappointed that Sineo was the one stalking the alluring lady of the house. She was mostly just glad to be alone as she descended the stairs and followed the dim candlelight on the ground floor. The side chamber was a small study, containing a desk upon which rested the candle. A pen and inkwell also sat on the desk, along with a parchment nearby, covered in strange glyphs and runes that Ky didn’t recognize. She tested the ink with one finger, finding it still wet. The lady had been here, all right.

A bookshelf stood against one wall. Something about it looked off, so Ky stepped closer, running her fingers over the spines. She wasn’t much of a reader, but the feel of books had always captivated her. People lived and died for the knowledge they contained. She reached the edge of the shelf, and realized what had caught her eye. The shelf was angled slightly away from the wall, leaving a narrow space for her to wedge her fingers. Ky pulled, and the shelf swivelled open on a hinge, opening the way to a hidden passage.

Beyond was a stone staircase, spiralling down under the house. Ky grinned and practically ran down the steps, delighted at her discovery. Could this be the vault where the Midstar was hidden? Or better yet, a wine cellar?

A strong smell crept into her nostrils, something exotic, like fine spice. She felt suddenly dizzy and nearly tripped over the last few steps. The staircase ended in a wide underground chamber, where shelves upon shelves of arcane materials were piled high. There were books and beakers, flagons and flasks, lights burning in sconces all along the walls. Scales and measuring equipment dominated one corner of the room, an elaborate series of glass tubes and burners in another. On one table a vellum was spread out, weighed down at the corners by heavy hunks of crystal, and on it was drawn an incredibly detailed map of the night sky above Rill. A bottle rack caught her eye, stacked with vessels of all shapes and sizes, some in drab greens and blacks, others in dazzling purples and oranges. In the center of the room was a circle drawn in blue dust, weird glyphs written neatly in the same dust about its edges. Within the circle was a small purple cat, curled up and sleeping.

“What the fuck?” Ky whispered. “What the hell is this lady up to down here?” She shook her head, trying to make sense of it. She needed a drink. The bottle rack called out to her, and Ky could only obey. She sauntered over to it and looked over the gathered glass reverently. “One of these has to be liquor, right?” Running her hands over the various corks and stoppers, she settled on a small, fat brown bottle with a label so faded it crumbled at her touch. The cork was stuck fast, but it came free with a yank and a pop. Ky smelled the contents, and an aroma of fruits and spices assailed her nostrils, mixed with the acrid smell of fermentation. She shrugged and took a swig. It was sweet, but had a bite that burned her tongue and throat and left a tingling sensation in her mouth afterward. Gods above, it was good. Strong and heady, just the way she liked it. Now she could think clearly. Nodding with appreciation, Ky explored the room.

The Lady Graj was evidently a woman of strange pursuits. A laboratory, maybe, but for what? Ky had no idea what most of the equipment was, and the books laid open on various tables were all written in the same glyphs as the parchment upstairs. Some had pictures, though they made about as much sense as the glyphs. Fantastic creatures, scientific diagrams, detailed drawings of human anatomy. One stood out. It featured a woman reclined on her back on a table, being penetrated by a man who stood above her. Lines indicated various features of their coitus, described in the same incomprehensible runes.

What the fuck was it? Some kind of sex manual? She took a deep swig of the spirit and turned the page. The next one had another picture, this time of a man on his back while a woman knelt astride his hips, annotated just as heavily as before. They almost seemed to be moving in a hazy light from the sconces. She flipped the page and gasped. The picture displayed a woman bent over a table, being taken from behind by a furred creature standing on two hooved feet, with curled horns like a ram. This page had more annotations than the others, some of the glyphs seeming to glow brightly off of the page. Without even thinking about it, one of Ky’s hands had moved to the waistband of her pants, and now her fingers slipped inside, inching towards her sex.

“You.”

Ky yelped and spun around, startled by the sudden low-pitched voice that seemed to reverberate through the room. She scanned the laboratory, heart thudding in her chest, but there was no one in the chamber except her.

And the purple cat. She’d quite forgotten it was there, but it was awake now, sitting on its haunches and staring straight at her. The cat’s eyes were jet black, pupils and irises melded together into smooth orbs, and its ears were elongated and swishing back and forth through the air. Otherwise the animal was still.

“You,” said the voice again. It seemed to echo in her head, coming from everywhere and nowhere.

Ky guzzled from the bottle to calm her nerves. There was no one there, but someone was speaking, and unless she was very much mistaken — or drunker than she thought — cats didn’t talk. But cats also weren’t purple and didn’t have obsidian marbles for eyes. She could at least try talking to it. After all, no one else was there to see her acting foolish.

“Are you… are you talking to me?” she asked, looking at the animal.

“Yes.”

She fought down panic. Thieving instincts told Ky that she should abort now, head back up the stairs and straight out of this place. She should leave Sineo here, the bastard, and hightail it out of Rill, go someplace so far away that Dance would never find her, and then she could drink herself to death in peace.

But her feet stayed in place, and the warmth in her chest from the liquor seemed to be expanding. Even the tips of her fingers felt hot and tingly. She was in a magician’s laboratory, drinking gods knew what, and talking to a cat. What’s so absurd about that?

“What are you?” she asked.

The air around her seemed to hum, like bees buzzing.

“Closer,” said the voice.

She took a few hesitant steps closer to the powder encircling the cat. The animal stretched, arching its back, and began to stalk around the edges of the circle, its paws never touching the glyphs that ringed it. As she got closer she felt the buzzing grow stronger, and the hair on her neck stood on end.

“Release,” said the voice. Then, a few heartbeats later: “Me.”

“You’re trapped?” asked Ky.

“Imprisoned.” A pause. “Graj.”

She pulled from the bottle and mulled that over. Graj must have had her reasons for keeping this thing down here, right? Could be it would tear her face off if she let it out. Could be best to go with her earlier plan and get the hell out of here.

The cat stopped pacing, as if sensing her thoughts. Its dark eyes seemed to stare into her soul. “Bargain,” echoed the voice in her head.

“Bargain,” Ky repeated. “You mean if I help you, you’ll do something for me in return?”

“Yes.”

“But what guarantee do I have that you won’t just claw my eyes out?”

“Oath,” said the voice. “Cannot. Break. Oath.”

That was the most words it had said together so far. She paced around the circle, the cat’s eyes following her, and weighed her options. She could run, sure, but all that would do was prolong the inevitable. She’d end up like Chlori eventually, but death didn’t seem all that bad. She probably deserved it, anyway, all the bad shit she’d done. At least this thing could make it interesting.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll let you out. In return, you have to help me find an amulet called the Midstar, and get me out of a jam with this guy called Dance. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” said the voice immediately. “Cross. Circle.”

Ky tipped back the bottle and let the last of the liquor roll across her tongue. She was feeling all warm and wobbly now, perfect time to be freeing a cat-monster from a magician’s secret laboratory. Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward. The air crackled with light and energy as she crossed the circle, and with a flash everything seemed to go topsy-turvy. Ky pitched forward, stumbling blindly, hands outstretched to catch herself. She stumbled into something sturdy and caught her balance, and slowly the light faded. When she got her bearings again, the cat was gone. In its place was a man, and she had just bumped into him.

Well, sort of. If men had purple skin and black marbles for eyes. The figure before her was tall, towering over her short self, and was quite nude. Her eyes took in a stunning physique, perfect skin and well-defined muscles. A cascade of long purple hair, a slightly darker shade than his skin, draped down his back, falling almost to his ankles. She couldn’t resist looking between his legs, where she was intrigued to discover he was just as impressive, and just as purple.

“We have a bargain,” said the voice. It seemed closer now, less echoey, but still came from within her own head. She looked into the creature’s face. He was staring back, eerie dark eyes fixed and unblinking. His mouth stayed closed, unmoving and expressionless, as he spoke. “I am Artaas. I come from the Other Place. The witch Graj deceived me and kept me prisoner, to steal my knowledge. She must be reprimanded. You will help me.”

Ky didn’t know what to say for a second. Her head was swimming. “I just did help you,” she said. “You’re free now, right?”

“Not yet.” Artaas pointed over her shoulder. Turning in place, Ky saw that they were inside the circle, and that the rest of the laboratory seemed to be underwater. The powdered glyphs glowed brightly from inside. A partition of indistinct light shimmered in the air, and behind it the rest of the hidden chamber seemed wavy and amorphous. She reached out a hand to test the barrier, and as soon as her fingers touched it a sharp shock ran along her nerves, forcing her to recoil with a pained yelp. “Entering the circle is easy,” said Artaas. “Exiting is difficult. I can free us, but I need your help. My powers are weak. The witch Graj has drained me. You can restore my strength.”

Ky was at a loss. Unless it had to do with getting ludicrously drunk, she wasn’t sure what she could possibly do to help. There wasn’t a magic bone in her body. “How?” she asked.

For a reply, Artaas reached out one strong hand, and with a surprisingly delicate gesture, stroked the side of her cheek.

“Oh,” she whispered. A thrill went up her spine, and she couldn’t resist a second glance between Artaas’s legs.

“I must borrow some of your life,” he continued. “Not much. A handful of years. I will couple with you, to expedite the exchange. It is the fastest way to get what I need.”

“Do I get a choice?” Ky stammered, unsure if she even wanted to resist.

“We have a bargain,” said Artaas. “Do not be afraid. This is what must be done.”

“If I do this,” said Ky. “You’ll help me get the Midstar and settle my score with Dance?”

“The Midstar,” said Artaas. “It is a twisted thing that brings only ruination to its holder. But yes. You have my oath. I cannot break it.”

Without further discussion, Artaas leaned down and kissed her, his lips moving for the first time. Ky moaned into his mouth and his tongue pushed forward, parting her lips, thrusting inside suggestively. She ran her hands over his chest, questing lower across his hips until she found his manhood, already hard. Who needed Sineo?

Ky broke the kiss and stepped back, hands going to the buttons of her shirt. Artaas watched intently as she opened it, baring her tanned skin and small breasts to him. Then she pulled off her boots, followed by her socks. Barefoot, she unfastened her trousers and slid them over her rump, letting them drop to the ground. She stepped out of them and stood there for a moment, letting Artaas truly see her.

“You are attractive,” said the creature. “If somewhat short.”

Ky couldn’t help a snort of laughter. “That’s your bedroom talk? You have a lot to learn about human women.”

“I was only stating a fact,” said Artaas. “You should lay down.”

“Not yet,” said Ky. She stepped forward and fell to her knees, so that she was face to face with his cock, now fully erect. “This thing’s pretty big, Artaas. And, like you said, I’m somewhat short. We’re gonna need some spit.”

Ky opened her mouth and used her tongue to cradle the head of his shaft. She moved her head forward slowly, engulfing the head and the first inch or so before he hit the back of her mouth. A bead of his essence dripped from the head and onto her tongue. He tasted strange, with an otherworldly flavor she didn’t recognize amongst the usual masculine musk. The taste of magic? She felt her head growing foggier with drink and lust and whatever strange powers this creature had over her.

Artaas pulled back, a thin strand of saliva hanging between them, and pushed gently on Ky’s shoulders. She took the hint and laid back on the cool stone, spreading her legs without thinking and baring herself to him. Ky was swollen with lust, and Artaas wasted no time. The creature positioned himself over top of her, knees between her legs, powerful purple figure covering her, one arm one either side of her head. His smooth, glassy black eyes bored into her, inscrutable and strange. The tip of his member pressed against her folds, moving slightly to spread her wetness evenly.

“Go slow,” said Ky. “I mostly do women these days. It might take me… oh fucking gods!”

Before she could finish, Artaas pressed forward. In one smooth, slow thrust he speared her completely, his hips pressing flush to her nethers. Ky began cursing in a steady stream, shocked at the sudden penetration, amazed at the incredible fullness she felt.

“You need to give me more warning next time,” she panted. “I mean, gods above that feels great, but… aaaaaaauuuuuuuffffffuuuuuck.”

While she was still mid-sentence, Artaas had pulled out of her and hilted himself again in a powerful stroke. He began moving inside her, slowly at first but with increasing urgency. The creature pressed its hard, purple chest against her soft, tanned breasts, crushing their flesh together as it took her. Ky felt her climax building rapidly, each movement rubbing against her jewel. Her mouth hung open, gasping and moaning softly, and Artaas kissed her again, this time taking hold of her bottom lip and biting down gently. Ky screamed into his mouth, coming hard, stars exploding in her vision.

Artaas thrust his cock all the way inside her, a growl escaping his lips. A real growl this time, not the weird voice-in-head thing he did. His whole body tensed above her, and Ky felt his cock twitch as he came, urged on by the pulsing in her sex. Her hands came up to hold him close, wrapping around his back and grabbing handfuls of his long, dark hair. She was still coming, and with each shudder of her body it felt like something was passing between them, flowing from her sex into him. It should have been the reverse, but there it was. He’d said he needed a bit of her life. Suddenly she felt very cold, like he was sucking the heat right out of her.

When her orgasm finally subsided, Ky went limp against the stone, gasping for breath. Artaas was laying atop her, his manhood still wedged inside. She stroked his hair absently, smiling in spite of herself. Ky squeezed her legs around him, snuggling and trying to bring some warmth back to her body.

“That was good, man from the Other Place. I came quick. You too, I think. What now? You break the barrier?”

Artaas’ cock twitched inside her, making her gasp. She realized he hadn’t softened in the slightest, and her eyes went wide.

“Not yet,” said the creature. “I need more of your life. Just a bit more.”

He withdrew from her slowly, until the head popped free, and Ky marvelled at how the huge thing had fitted inside her slender frame. Two strong hands grabbed her hips and guided her to roll onto hands and knees. A memory bubbled up, of a time she’d been in this position with her head buried in Chlori’s sex while Sineo fucked her savagely from behind. The memory brought a sharp pang of regret, but it was fleeting as Artaas lined himself up and pushed his way back inside. From this angle he went deeper than before, and Ky shuddered and gasped as the cock brushed against her cervix.

“Fucking gods,” she hissed. “Are all the men from the Other Place as big as you?”

“No,” said Artaas. “Many are bigger.”

Before Ky could protest against such a ludicrous statement, Artaas moved inside her, taking firm hold of her hips and pulling back before slamming home again. Her breasts shuddered and a throaty moan passed her lips. Her otherworldy lover was fucking her in earnest now, in total control, just the way Ky liked it.

“In the Other Place, things like size and shape are variable,” he said, his voice even and calm, as if he wasn’t giving her a thorough pounding while he spoke. “When my kind venture to this Realm, we must be careful if we do not wish to break our human partners.”

“Fuuuuck,” Ky groaned, her cunt throbbing and clutching around him. “You can be less careful if you want.”

Artaas growled — a real, audible growl, again — and hilted himself inside her, holding himself there. She moaned, protests forming on her lips, entreaties to be fucked hard, when she felt something odd. His cock twitched, then seemed to swell, expanding and growing inside her, stretching her further than she thought possible. Before she could question the new sensations he pulled back and thrust hard, one, two, three, four times, and suddenly she was coming hard, quaking like a leaf in the wind, everything seeming as hazy as the watery world outside the barrier. Ky’s arms gave out and she fell forward, cheek pressing against the cool stone. The heat was leaving her body again, flowing from her sex into Artaas’ tremendous manhood. There went more of her life.

She looked back at her lover and gasped at what she saw. He’d changed. A mane of purple hair surrounded his face, and his ears had moved further up his head, becoming pointed and feline. A patch of thick fur ran down his chest. Artaas’ chiseled, aquiline face had become an animal’s muzzle, and through barely-parted lips Ky saw a hint of sharp, glistening fangs. What the fuck had she gotten herself into? Her head was swimming with the draught she’d consumed and the two soul-draining orgasms she’d had already, so even though some tiny fragment of her brain knew this was insane and weird, it was only making her more turned on.

But the cold. The freezing, bone-chilling cold. As Ky’s climax ran its course she shivered uncontrollably, feeling as if there was no warmth left in the world. Her teeth chattered. She wanted to hug herself, but she had no strength to move.

Artaas seemed to sense her discomfort — maybe her sex had gone cold around him too? — and he put one arm around her midriff. The monster lifted her up, pulling her backward as he maneuvered them both into a sitting position. He remained inside her while they shifted, and that part of him at least was satisfyingly hot. Artaas hugged her against his chest, encircling her with two powerful, thickly-furred arms. Her head lolled back against his shoulder and he twisted his neck around so he could crush his muzzle against her much smaller lips. Ky opened her mouth to him, admitting his tongue into her mouth. The taste of magic from the Other Place was potent, and she sighed against him. She let her own tongue dart into his mouth, running over his sharp incisors. The danger they represented sent a thrill through her body.

Ky didn’t want to move, even if she'd had the strength to. Her back was pressed against the soft fur of Artaas’ chest, and his arms held her tight, gently caressing her tanned flesh as he began moving inside her again. He was in complete control as he raised and lowered her body on his cock, thrusting from below to meet her each time he dropped her ass back into his lap. Artaas’ kissing became more insistent, and his movements inside her more erratic. He broke the kiss and roared with pleasure, practically slamming their hips together as he impaled her.

“Yes,” said Ky. “Fuck, fuck, fuck yes. Do it. Take what you need from me. Come for me. Take my life.”

She wasn’t aware of the words coming out of her mouth. It was like she was just a conduit now for all the instinctive, animalistic sensations coursing through her. Artaas buried himself inside her, his enormous cock pressing hard against the gate of her womb, and roared out his climax. She felt his seed gushing into her and then a sudden pain as he bit down on her shoulder, drawing blood with his powerful fangs. Ky screamed and climaxed hard, her sex quivering around him. He squeezed her tight, so tight she could barely breathe, and even as the heat left her body again she felt warmed by the purple flesh and fur covering every inch of her smaller frame. Her orgasm stretched on and on.

There was a sudden flash of light, a crack like stone splitting, and the barrier around them shattered. A strong wind blew through the room, scattering the blue dust and smearing the glyphs that held them captive into nothingness. Ky was still panting in the creature’s arms, still unsure of which way was up, but an incredible feeling of relief washed over her.

But the feeling was fleeting. The whole room shifted suddenly with a sickening lurch. The stone walls blurred and an incredible dizziness overtook her, everything spinning and tumbling end over end. Ky shut her eyes tight against it, willing everything to stop gyrating, which, eventually, it did.

When she opened her eyes again the scenery had changed completely. She was sitting in Artaas’ lap, but now they were in a well-appointed bedroom, full of elegant, dark furnishings, including a magnificently huge four-poster bed in the center. On the bed was Sineo, naked and on his back. Atop him was the Lady Graj, just as naked, a look of shock on her face. Her brown skin was covered in a sheen of sweat, and her dark nipples were long and hard. Ky didn’t have the presence of mind to wonder how they’d gotten here. Given what she’d just experienced, all she felt was a mild curiosity at what would happen next.

Artaas pulled her gently from his lap, his cock making a soft pop as it exited her sex. Ky stood on wobbly legs, helped by her bestial lover, who towered over her now, his bulk near double the size of Ky’s slim figure. She caught a glimpse of his cock in this state, the damn thing still mostly hard despite their furious coupling. How had she taken a thing that big inside her?

“No!” said Graj, her voice deep and husky. “How? How can you be free?”

Graj climbed off Sineo in a quick motion. Ky’s partner didn’t move from his prone position, and she noticed a glassy expression in his eyes. The witch’s green eyes flashed gold for an instant, and a gout of flame burst into the air, the heat stinging Ky’s face. The flames leaped towards Artaas, but seemed to strike an invisible barrier before fading to nothing.

“Your power is childlike, witch,” boomed Artaas’ voice, coming from every corner of the room at once. “You have trifled with the Other Place, and now you will pay the price.”

Graj howled in frustration. Her eyes flashed golden once more, and a spar of ice crackled into life. It hurtled through the air, this time at Ky, but before she had time to be afraid it shattered into crystalline dust.

“Cease your struggling,” said Artaas. “It will go easier for you that way.”

With another roar, his form twisted into a thick smoky darkness tinged with purple that twisted across the chamber to surround the witch. She screamed in terror and rage, struggling against Artaas’ embrace. Flashes of light popped and fizzled out as quickly as they appeared. The inky, purple-black cloud resolved into thick tendrils that began winding their way around Graj’s dark skin. The cords criss-crossed their way across her body, first binding her wrists and then jerking them roughly behind her back, bending her backwards and thrusting her breasts forward. Next her legs were bent at the knees, lifting her off of the bed as they were lashed. She thrashed against the bonds, howling with rage.

“You fucking monster!” she screamed. “I’ll kill you! I’ll carve out your demonic heart!”

A tendril forced its way into her open mouth, silencing her. A portion of the dark, amorphous cloud resolved itself into the bestial face Ky had been kissing what seemed like moments earlier.

“We have a bargain,” he said. “I will return.”

Then with a sharp crack, Artaas and the witch disappeared.

The silence that followed was deafening. Ky stood panting, somehow still horny in a dull way, but mostly just shocked. She wondered if this was real. It seemed real. She’d drunk that whole bottle in the laboratory, but she didn’t feel drunk anymore. Ky flexed one hand, looking for tremors and finding none. This was the soberest she’d been in years.

She walked over to the bed and examined Sineo. His eyes were glazed over, and if it wasn’t for his monumental erection she would have thought him dead. A rivulet of drool dribbled out of one side of his mouth, which hung open stupidly. She shook him, and when that didn’t rouse the man she grabbed hold of his cock and twisted it, hard. Nothing. Whatever Graj had done to him, he was far gone. It was strange, seeing the usually loquacious burglar rendered dumb to the world. Ky wondered if he’d recover in time. But since she wasn’t about to carry him, he’d have to stay here for now.

Then something else in the room caught her eye. There was a vanity against one wall, and hanging from one wooden peg, amongst various pieces of jewelry, was a dark black lozenge of metal with glyphs etched on its surface, hanging from a delicate chain.

The Midstar.

She walked over to the vanity and reached out a hand to take the prize, but her own reflection captured her attention. Ky almost didn’t recognize the person there. Her brown hair hung in unkempt waves as usual, but now it was tinged with streaks of silver-gray. Her face, youthful and immature before, was now marked by wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and lines along her cheeks and jaw.

Her life. Artaas had taken it, all right. Ten years worth, at least, from the look of things. So much for youth and beauty. She’d have to find something else to coast by on now. Maybe learn a trade. She snorted in laughter at the thought.

Ky picked up the Midstar by its delicate chain and admired the pendant with its etchings of eldritch runes. A sudden urge came over her, and Ky slipped the chain over her neck, admiring the way the strange amulet hung between her breasts. It felt lighter than it should have, but there was no flash of light, no crackle of energy. The Midstar was inert.

This was what it had all been for. Chlori died for it, Sineo was turned into a drooling idiot for it, and Ky herself got fucked by a demon who took ten years from her. There was a lesson in there somewhere.

“Well, you,” she said, addressing the piece of jewelry. “Let’s see what you’re worth.”

* * *

“Well,” said Dance, stroking his chin. “I’ll be honest: Kine and I had a bet. I had forty marks on you and your friend winding up dead. He was more optimistic. It looks like I owe you forty marks, Kine.”

Ky was standing in front of an enormous crate in a thin gossamer shift she’d borrowed from the Lady Graj, who would no longer be needing it. Dance was in front of her, admiring the Midstar as it dangled in front of his face from the chain held carefully in one hand. Kine was leaning lackadaisically against a crate behind him, and the other three goons were standing in a protective circle in case Ky tried to escape. Gash-face stood the closest, so close Ky could smell his rotten breath. This warehouse was where Kine and the others had led her, none too gently, when she emerged from the manor.

“Not optimism, really,” said Kine. “Just, y’know, playing the odds. They had some spunk to them. We can call it twenty, since only one of them came back.”

“I heard something about that amulet inside the house,” said Ky.

“Oh?” said Dance. “I had thought you nearly incapable of speech. The other one seemed more talkative. Please, do tell me what you heard.”

“It’s not what you think it is,” said Ky. “It will only bring you grief.”

Dance snorted. “Did Graj tell you that? Actually, don’t answer that. I hardly care.”

The old man turned to walk away, snapping his fingers as he did. Kine shrugged and unsheathed his sword, taking two steps toward Ky.

“We had a bargain,” Ky said.

“We did,” said Dance. “But I’ve changed my mind. You never should have stolen from me.”

“You won’t kill me,” said Ky.

Dance stopped and turned back towards her, a look of amusement on his wizened features. “No? Why’s that?”

“Look at me,” she said. “Look at my hair. The lines on my face. I aged ten years in that house. Don’t you want to know what happened to me in there?”

“Not particularly,” said Dance. “You encountered a witch, and something magical happened. Honestly, you act like you’re the first person who ever got cursed. Let’s wrap this up, shall we?”

The gash-faced man grabbed hold of Ky’s hair and tipped her head back, breathing heavily with anticipation.

“We had a bargain,” Ky insisted.

“So you’ve said,” Dance replied. “Quickly, now, I don’t have all night.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” said Ky.

A crack split the air, and gash-face’s head exploded like a ripe tomato, splattering gore across Ky and the crate behind her. Artaas was standing beside her now in his bestial form, one clawed hand covered in the remains of the man he’d just killed. Kine lunged with ferocious speed, swinging his curved blade in an arc, but Artaas caught the blade with his other hand, snapping it in half. He brought his blood-soaked hand around and punched Kine with a wet crack, bending the man in half and sending him flopping through the air to splinter through a crate, where he lay motionless.

The other two thugs, to their credit, stood their ground, but in a few quick strokes Artaas had separated their heads from their bodies. Only Dance remained, his lips working silently in a prayer or a plea, Ky wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, it was futile. Artaas picked the old man up with both hands and embraced him, hugging him tight against his furred chest. There was a muffled scream and then a sickening pop as the monster crushed the life from Dance.

Artaas let the old man’s body slump to the ground, and then picked up the Midstar with one clawed finger. He offered it to Ky, who took it, admiring the object. It covered in blood now, and the glyphs seem to glow slightly, giving it a beautiful yet sinister appearance.

“What does it actually do?” she asked.

“Ask a wizard,” said Artaas. “Or bury it. It would be better for you if you buried it.”

“Will I see you again?” asked Ky, looking into the creature’s smooth black eyes.

“Pray you do not,” he said. “Our bargain is fulfilled.”

A crack resounded through the room, and Artaas was gone, leaving only a faint scent of the Other Place behind.

Ky was alone. She was covered in blood, aged ten years, and all her friends were gone, but she was free. What the hell was she going to do now?

“Find a wizard, I guess,” she said aloud.


"Welcome To The Family" by Guinevere A. Hart

Claire looked up at the slate gray skies just as the first icy raindrops splashed her freckled cheeks. She didn’t need to encourage her big wooly beast of burden, for Gretta hated to get wet. The old vicarubos knew the storm was coming even before Claire did. Gretta shook her long neck, setting her bell to clattering. Without stopping, she turned to give Claire a baleful stare.

“Don’t give me that look,” Claire chided. “It’ll be winter soon, and we need supplies. Just one last stop, I promise.” Gretta replied with a disgruntled groan as she stepped a little faster.

On the streets of Kainesfort, the elves pulled their children indoors and closed their shutters. Claire could tell herself it was just the rain, but she knew better. The elves of Grimrock had no love for outsiders or humans, and Claire was both of those. She supposed she could count herself lucky they let her into town at all, but they wanted her herbs and her wool. In fair trade (fair enough, anyway) she would have enough supplies to get herself and her vicarubos through the harsh island winter.

Word traveled fast in town, because the alchemist was standing outside his shop. He was waiting for her, greeting her with a perturbed glare. He held a cloth to his nose, mumbling something in his own tongue about the offensive odor of beasts. Claire didn’t know if he meant her, Gretta, or both. She kept her head down, best to keep it civil by pretending she didn’t understand what he said. She knew well her place, and avoided his eyes while she unhooked her parcel of herbs to trade for his lye. Their exchange was made, as it was every half-year or so, in cold silence.

The rain started coming down in earnest, and Gretta groaned again in protest. Claire secured her supplies under a tarp, while her companion shifted her feet with impatience. When she looked up from her work, she noticed the streets were clear, and the doors and shutters were closed down tight. “It’s the storm,” she said to herself, but something just felt wrong.

“None of our business, Gretta.” Claire tucked her copper curls under her hood, wrapped her cloak tighter about her shoulders, and huddled closer to the animal as they made their way toward the gates out of town.

As Claire neared the gate, she noticed a group of black-robed acolytes gathered there. They surrounded their master, the Lord of Grimrock Isle. The elven sorcerer Xephiron Kaine rarely left his estate, and though Claire had never seen him before, she knew exactly who he was. In the middle of a downpour, his black and silver robes were completely dry. Runes etched into his bald pate glowed softly as the storm formed a misty halo which surrounded him, but never touched him. Whatever brought the sorcerer out into the streets was none of her business, and she wanted no part of it. Claire uttered a command for Gretta to slow down, because she didn’t want to have to walk through whatever was going on at the gate.

From the shadow of her hood she watched Kaine’s hands weave a spell, and his sharp-edged voice raised an incantation above the patter of the rain. Water, wind, and mud swirled up and around his acolytes until a half dozen horse-like mounts formed and stood at the ready. Made from the stuff of spirit, earth, and storm, the spectral beasts stomped their unnatural hooves impatiently. As Kaine’s acolytes mounted the horses, the heavy stone gates rumbled apart to let them out to road.

Lord Kaine glided away from the gates, for his sandaled feet wouldn’t touch the muck in the street— a street bringing him directly into Claire’s path. She kept her head down, trying to hide behind the lumbering and burdened vicarubos. With any luck, the sorcerer would just pass her by and ignore her like everyone else. Then a chill coiled around her spine and caused a shiver that had nothing to do with the storm, for he did notice her. He noticed her, and he stopped.

For a split second, she saw his eyes, cold and black as the island’s tallest windswept peak. His face was a pale symmetry of perfect form, reminding Claire of a porcelain mask. His nostrils flared, upper lip curled in a sneer, and she quickly lowered her eyes. She immediately knelt, feeling the chilly mud soak through the knees of her woolen pants. With the flick of his fingers, her hood was tossed back, and the pouring rain drenched her head.

“Human.” He spoke of her race as though he remarked on a pile of feces. “Tell me, young creature, where is the crone?”

She kept her eyes low and answered, “My Lord Kaine, Noni is dead. It will be a year this winter.”

“Interesting,” he said, but his tone implied he wasn’t interested at all. “There’s more than rain and wind in the storm tonight. Keep to the road and be wary, young creature. Lest you join your mentor in whatever passes for a human’s afterlife.”

As if to punctuate his words, wind screamed around the town’s walls and lightning forked across the angry sky. Showing the whites of her eyes, Gretta turned to look at Claire for some comfort. As the sorcerer floated away, she had no comfort to give. His warning made her insides sick with a dread of the unknown, and it was a long trek between town and home. Daring his ire, she called out to him, “Please, my lord! What’s in the storm?”

Lord Kaine paused. He didn’t look at her, but he tilted his head slightly over his shoulder. “An unholy war. This storm is a force wrought by the dark fae.”

With that, the sorcerer continued homeward, leaving Claire on her knees in the mud. She quickly stood and pulled her hood back up, thus dumping a hood full of water on her already soaked head. She clucked at Gretta and said, “Come on girl, let’s go home.”

She was still passing through the gates, when the elves began to close them. They slammed shut close behind her, and the solid thud sounded with a ring of finality. She resisted the urge to look back. The elves, their racism and superstitions, whatever their issues, it had nothing to do with her. Another arc of lightning split the sky, and Claire shivered. She walked as close to Gretta as she could, sinking her fingers through the wet wool of her long neck until she felt the still dry winter layer and the animal’s warmth.

The road was long, and the trip seemed even longer as the storm grew more powerful. Wind raged around her, tearing at her clothes and her hair. Constant lightning lit up the way before her in a dizzying strobe. She and her vicarubos both knew the way by instinct, or they might be lost in the chaos. There was relief when the road ended and a narrow dirt footpath began. She gave the trembling Gretta a comforting scratch, and though the animal couldn’t hear her over the storm, she said, “We’re half way home, now. We’ll be alright.”

Claire nearly tripped over a body laying across her path. She knelt down, and in the flash of lightning, she recognized the black robes of an acolyte. His skin was pale, eyes open and unblinking in the pouring rain. Claire touched his neck, but the elf was as cold as the mud he lay in. When she stood up, another flash revealed more bodies. Whatever happened, it was done. “Not my business. Not my business.” She chanted the mantra in time with Gretta’s bell while she led the animal around the dead elves.

Claire and Gretta stumbled back toward the path, until she heard a voice call out over the storm. “Help me! Please!”

She stopped and swore under her breath, “Damn it. It’s not my business.” Gretta looked at her, and Claire imagined judgment in the vicarubos’ eyes. “What?” she snapped. “No damned elf would ever stop to help me!”

She listened awhile, but heard only wind and thunder. He didn’t call out again, and she thought maybe he’d died. Claire stood in the middle of a storm, hesitating between the good sense to get out of the rain and the good conscience to help someone in need. Gretta rolled her eyes and shook her bell again, as if to say, “Make a decision, Claire. Any decision will do.”

“Shit!” Claire shouted above the din. She said to Gretta, “Well, it’s not like we’re getting any wetter.” She turned and backtracked, stopping at every prone form in search of a warm body. She tried calling out, “Hey! If you’ve still got a voice, use it!” But there was no reply.

It was just one dead acolyte after another. She’d check one more, but then she was going home. Her fingers pushed long dark hair away from a pallid face. He was unconscious, but his skin was warm, and a pulse thrummed a slow but regular rhythm in his neck. Claire hooked her arms under his and pulled. She half dragged and half carried the man back to Gretta. There, she took down her tarp and fashioned a make-shift sled.

The vicarubos didn’t even raise a fuss over the extra burden of pulling the injured body. Claire frequently turned to check on him, making sure he was secure and still alive. At one point during a lull in the storm, she apologized. “I’m sorry about this. The storm didn’t kill you, but this ride just might.”

The standing stones surrounding Severed Hollow came into view, and Claire whooped for joy. Gretta quickened her pace, pulling their cargo into the cave complex they called home. The large antechamber was dry and warm, for the rest of Claire’s herd had gone inside out of the rain. The animals lowed and nuzzled Gretta and Claire. As she lit several wall lanterns, the atmosphere of warmth and home further settled her nerves.

Bending down to check on her guest, Claire jumped back from what she saw. Though he was dressed in an acolyte’s robe, it was no elf laying on her tarp. His skin was a pale aqua mottled with markings that darkened from teal to near black. Webbed fingers were tipped with small mother of pearl claws. His dark hair had a greenish tint reminding her of the weeds growing in a lake bed. She moved the hair from his face, and she thought it odd that she found his sharp and alien features attractive.

“What are you?” she asked the unconscious being. Claire knew what he was, though. He was Unsael’mer, the dark fae that Kaine had warned her about. And she’d brought him into her home. “Damn,” she whispered. “What have I done?”

She put her cheek near his face and felt his breath. It was shallow and slow, but he was alive. Claire stood up and released the tarp from Gretta’s pack. She left him there and kept an eye on him as she went about her chores. She unloaded her supplies and tended to her animals. Once they were taken care of, Claire got out of her wet clothes and hung them up to dry.

She went deeper into the cave where she had her modest living space. Quickly, she tied up her hair and pulled on a dry shift. She took a minute to get a fire going in the hearth, then grabbed a blanket from the bed and returned to the antechamber. The Unsael’mer hadn’t moved, but a few of the vicarubos gathered around him, keeping him warm.

She was no skilled healer, but she knew he’d be warmer without the soaked robes on. After a moment’s hesitation, Claire stripped her guest and hung his clothes with her own. He was covered in livid purple swatches, bruises he’d likely received from the acolytes and the rough journey. Blood oozed from several cuts and abrasions. Still, he was beautiful, in his own way. She couldn’t help but study his sleek body and powerful legs.

Her gaze traveled to his groin, and Claire felt the warmth of a blush rising to her cheeks. “You’re hung like a bull,” she whispered to the being. His strange beauty intrigued her. She inwardly scolded her libido for misbehaving, but she was alone and lonely. She had been for three years, even before old Noni died.

Claire rolled her guest onto her blanket and dragged him further inside. As she did this, she talked to him. “I don’t know who or what you are. I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re getting me into, but I won’t be like the elves. I won’t leave a person out in the cold and storm to die.”

Three long years ago, Claire had left her home in the Kingdom of Eolan. At twenty, she’d stowed away on an exploration vessel bound for a new continent, and to what she’d hoped was a better life than that of an indentured servant. Cooking and cleaning for the magistrate’s family wasn’t so bad, but a relationship with the master’s son was more than she could take. Landon was eel slick, and she’d let him slither into her bed and her heart.

It didn’t take Claire long to discover she wasn’t the only girl he was manipulating. She was a means to an end, a tool to be used and tossed aside. She’d had an epiphany then. Even when her contract was up, she’d end up with the same kind of work for the same kind of people. Claire saw the rest of her life as one Landon after another, and with four years still remaining on her contract, she’d fled.

Cutting ties had felt good at the time. Though she’d tucked herself out of the way in the cargo hold, and the sea was unkind, Claire knew she’d made the right choice. Dreams of exotic places and people, of grand and wild adventure, kept her spirits high on the rough voyage. Then a massive storm, much like the one raging outside her caverns, threw her ship upon some rocks, breaking the vessel to pieces.

As the ship went down, Claire was trapped in a section of the cargo hold, and it had quickly filled with icy water. Pressure kept the door shut tight, and she couldn’t get out. Panicked, she’d used what little breath she had left to scream, then the sea water swallowed her up. She’d begun to lose consciousness when a pair of arms wrapped around her and she was yanked from the hold. Someone or something had gotten hold of her, and had propelled faster than she’d thought possible to the surface.

She recalled a voice that had spoken only one word to her, “Breathe.” Though her mind had erased much of what happened, she remembered the power in that single word.

Claire had come to on a beach, with the cold tide flowing up and around her. She’d tried to stand, but one of her legs was broken. Though she wasn’t alone on the beach, she might as well have been. Several elves had wandered up and down the shoreline, scavenging from the flotsam of the wreck. She called out to them, but they’d ignored her pleas, not even looking at her. On her own, she’d tried to crawl further up the beach, but she was exhausted and in agonizing pain.

As night darkened, the pitiless elves left her without a word. It was then that an old woman, face lined and cracked like ancient tree bark, found her there. The woman, Noni, brought Claire to her home in the Severed Hollow. She’d set Claire’s leg, fed her, and nursed her back to health.

Claire had lived with Noni ever since. The old woman taught her to care for the vicarubos, to spin and dye their wool. Noni gave Claire lessons in the little bit of elf tongue she knew, and showed Claire how to trade with the aloof race. Noni was her only human companion, and she’d taught Claire everything she needed to know to survive on the island.

Then one morning, Noni simply didn’t wake up. The woman had been nearly one hundred years old, but her death had still been a shock. Claire had wept as she buried her mentor, but the tears weren’t for old Noni. She cried for the stark realization that she’d be alone for the rest of her life.

Noni had been gone a year, and Claire felt her life was nothing but surviving from one day to the next. The vicarubos were tame, and a few members of her heard were even friendly. She talked to them out of a need for sanity, but she’d wished there was a voice to answer her own. Kaine’s people had a trade pact with Noni, and they honored it with Claire. But they made one thing quite clear: the elves loathed anyone who wasn’t elven.

Maybe the Unsael’mer would talk to her, provided he ever woke up. If he really was dark fae, Kaine’s elves probably hated him even more than they hated her. Claire pulled and pushed until she got him onto her bed. She cleaned and dressed his wounds to the best of her limited ability. Then, cold and tired, without really thinking about it, she lay down beside him. She drifted off, saying, “I hope you wake up.”

As an afterthought she added, “And I hope you’re friendly.”

***

Claire rose with the dawn and checked on him again. His breathing was deeper than it had been, and she hoped this meant he was healthier. She watched over him as she prepared a pot of soup to simmer. He sighed, his face twitched, and he rolled his head to one side. Claire tensed, holding her breath in anticipation of his waking, but his eyes remained closed.

“Claire Sawyer,” she whispered to herself. “You’re an idiot. Just let him rest, and you get to your damned chores.”

Outside, the storm had blown away, and though the air was chilly, the rising sun was a welcome sight. Her herd was already out in the grass, enjoying the peace following the terrible storm. Claire realized she was hurrying through her chores, anxious to get back to her weird but lovely guest, and she laughed at herself. The laugh stopped when she caught sight of her reflection in a puddle. She was a mess.

She’d never had company before, but she was fairly certain a hostess was supposed to at least be presentable. She scrubbed off the muck of the previous night. Then, armed with only a comb, she went into battle against her hair. In the end she was the victor, and her unruly enemy was imprisoned in a sensible braid.

When Claire went back inside, the Unsael’mer was awake. Large violet-indigo eyes regarded her with a wary expression. For a second, she was lost in the color of his eyes. Her mind flashed back to drowning and a savior she couldn’t quite remember. Tongue tied, she forgot how one sentient being was supposed to greet another. “Uh, h-hi?”

He looked a little confused, but he replied, “Hello, human.” His voice was a lovely tenor, and it struck a chord in her soul. The first time she’d heard that voice, it told her to breathe. At least he didn’t name her species like it was a cuss. He only called her human, because he didn’t know her name.

“I-I’m… I’m, uh, Claire.”

He smiled at her then, and it seemed to soften the sharpness of his features. He asked, “Are you sure?”

She laughed and said, “No. I just told you, I’m Claire.”

He chuckled with her, though he ended on a wince as something pained him. “I’m Faonre. Mind telling me why I’m alive, Claire?”

He said her name, and it made her insides melt. She didn’t have time to wonder what the hell was wrong with her, because he’d asked her a question. “Ah, because I’m not an asshole?”

His smile grew and he said, “You live on an island full of assholes.”

“Yeah, well, my options were limited.”

“Not really,” he replied. She waited for him to say more, but he fell silent and closed his eyes.

Claire was afraid he’d go back to sleep and she scrambled for the right words to say. A bit too loud, she asked, “How are you feeling?”

He opened one eye again and studied her curiously. He replied, “I feel like I’ve been trampled half to death by spectral horses. Given time, I’ll heal. Thank you, by the way.” He closed his eye and turned his head away.

Clearly, he was trying to go back to sleep, but for the first time in a year, Claire had someone to talk to. It didn’t help that the sound of his voice and the light in his eyes made her skin tingle. As she set her only two bowls on the table, she cheerily announced, “I made soup!”

Faonre sighed and turned back to her, “That’s nice…”

She interrupted, “Noni says vegetable soup is good for the body and soul! You should eat. It’ll keep your strength up, renew your vigor. The peppers in here will put hair on your…” Then she realized she was babbling and shut her mouth before she said something rude.

He raised a brow and asked, “Put hair on my what?”

Claire felt the heat of embarrassment, and turned her attention to the food. She filled their bowls and poured fresh milk. When breakfast was served, she gestured at the table and said, “Soup’s on!”

Faonre said, “So I see. It smells good.” He made no move to get up.

“Come on, let’s eat.” He may have slept all morning, but Claire had been about her chores and she was hungry. Still, Faonre didn’t move.

With a sort of wincing smile, he said, “I can’t come to the table, Claire. I can’t move my legs.”

“Oh, oh shit!” Claire knelt by the bed and threw the blanket off his battered body. She ran her hands up and down his legs, as if she knew what she was doing. She couldn’t help but look at his penis. He really was very well endowed.

Faonre quietly remarked, “I don’t think that’s going to work right now either.”

“S-sorry,” Claire stuttered. Her face reddened and she pulled the cover back over him. Faonre needed serious help, and she felt like a pervert. “There’s an alchemist in Kainesfort. He might have medicine. Maybe I could…”

She started to get up to look for something she could try to barter with, but Faonre grabbed her arm and drew her back down. His eyes caught hers, and Claire was suddenly floating in a dark sea. It wasn’t like a nightmare, for she was warm, and she could breathe. She could feel the Unsael’mer all around her, and Claire had nothing to be afraid of. She was partially drawn from the vision when his hand touched her face, his thumb gently stroking the line of her jaw.

His voice further warmed her as he said, “I don’t need the petty magic of elves. I’ve my own. Under the right circumstances, I’ll heal.”

“Cir-circumstances?” Trapped in his eyes and his voice, she could barely whisper.

When the spell broke, she was leaning close to his face, their noses nearly touching. Faonre smiled and asked, “May I have something to eat now, Claire?”

Another vision flashed in her head: a white knuckled grip on the headboard while she rode his face like a wanton animal. “Yeah,” she shook her head to snap out of it. “Yeah, ok.”

Claire helped Faonre sit up, then she brought their bowls and cups to the bedside table. The soup was cooler than she thought it should be, which just made it easier to eat. She also noticed the fire in the hearth had dimmed a little faster than normal. She was about to comment on it, when Faonre said, “I’ve never had this soup. You make good food.”

“Thank you.” Faonre’s smile was dazzling, and Claire’s missing time was forgotten entirely.

They ate quietly for a few minutes, and she thought about the condition she’d found him in. Kaine’s warning came back to her, and she had to ask. “Faonre, Xephiron Kaine said last night’s storm was made by dark fae. He said the storm brought war. Do you know what he meant?”

He frowned and seemed to consider what she’d asked. Then he shrugged, “Nobody wants a war.” He didn’t answer her question exactly, but as he took a long drink of milk, she figured it was all the answer he was going to give.

“When I found you, you were wearing the black robes of Kaine’s acolytes.”

She’d hoped to draw more out of him, but he only responded with, “Mm-hmm. Thanks for breakfast, Claire, but I think I need to rest now.” He was beautiful, intriguing, and damned infuriating.

She helped him lay back down, then she cleaned up their dishes. He was asleep again by the time she was done, and Claire went outside to tend to her garden. There was a bite in the wind. That coupled with the evidence of her animals’ winter wool, and she knew it was time to prepare for the winter. She spent the day harvesting her herbs and vegetables, preserving her seeds, and covering the plants that needed protection from the frost.

As she came in from her storage room with an armful of wood, she found Faonre was awake again. He sounded sheepish when he said, “Claire, I… I’m sorry, but I, uh, have to go.”

At first, she thought he meant he had to leave, and she didn’t know how to respond. “Oh!” she cried, realizing what he meant. She brought him a bucket, and helped him with as much dignity as possible. Tucking him back into to bed, she noticed a wad of bandages. He’d removed the dressings himself. The worst of the cuts he’d received still looked bad, but they had stopped bleeding. The other more minor injuries were already beginning to heal. The worst of it was a large hoof-shaped bruise on his back.

Claire asked, “Do you want to bathe? Not that you’re gross or anything. I mean, I don’t think you’re gross at all. As a matter of fact, I find you very attract- Oh, damn. I’m a babbling idiot.”

He just smiled warmly at her and let her flounder around. She got it together and said, “Look, it’s just you’ve got those webbed fingers and toes, and I thought, maybe you might want to, I don’t know, sit in the tub for a while or something. I guess I’m asking if you need anything special?”

Faonre’s smile was hard to read, and Claire found herself quickly falling into his eyes again. “Oh, no you don’t!” she snapped, and quickly looked away from him. “We’re not going there again.” Claire wasn’t sure if she was talking to him or to herself.

He laughed lightly and said, “A bath would be good, but I don’t want to overburden you.”

Getting another intimate look at him was definitely no burden. And surely he would need a little help with the sponge. She mumbled under her breath, “I’m a pervert and a half.”

“Sorry,” he said, “I didn’t quite catch that.”

She grinned through her blush and cheerily exclaimed, “I’ll get the tub ready.”

Claire was no weakling, but getting Faonre into the tub was an ordeal. By the time she got him situated, she was soaked and the floor was flooded. She was trying not to hurt him, but he seemed to think the whole process was hilarious. In moments, Claire found herself laughing along with him. She knelt in the puddle and tried to hold him upright, though she was certain if his head went under, the Unsael’mer was in no danger of drowning. “Claire,” he said, “I think this would be easier if you got in the tub with me. Besides, you’re already wet.”

After handling Faonre’s naked body, Claire was wet in more ways than one. He held himself up with his arms while she removed her shift. She tried to cover herself with her hands as she got into the tub with him. His smile seemed to caress her bare skin. He said, “You’ve seen mine. It’s only fair you show me yours.”

She sat on her knees in the tub, trembling on the precipice between lust and civility. His eyes persuaded her toward the former, and Claire had no argument for the latter. She asked, “Do the Unsael’mer even know what fair is?”

He gently stroked the hand she used to guard her breasts. He responded, “Fair is the sight of your body. Fair is the scent of your skin and the brush of your hand on mine. Fair is the lilt of your laughter and light in your eyes. Fair are the embers of your soul that wait for a breath to ignite them.”

If any man from Eolan had spoken such silvery words to her, Claire would have suspected lies and left him alone. Faonre was fae, and common sense told her she should be wary, but his eyes were sincere. Before she knew it, he had taken her hand in his and pressed her fingers to his lips. She tried to keep her voice from shaking as she asked, “Are you a wicked man, Faonre?”

“Yes, Claire.” He still had her hand in his, and he suddenly pulled her towards him. He moved his hand to the back of her neck and firmly pressed his lips to hers. She felt the breath he had spoken of, as a fire engulfed her spirit. His tongue glided passed whatever defenses she thought she might have left, and he explored every inch of her mouth.

Without breaking from his kiss, Claire moved her legs to a more comfortable position, which subsequently helped to support Faonre upright. With both hands, he roamed her back and her buttocks. Then he put a hand between them, and his fingers parted her labia to stroke her clitoris. Claire issued a small cry of shock and lust, for it had been years since any hand but her own had touched her there.

His eyes burned with passion, and two fingers thrust deep inside her. Claire clutched at his shoulder and the side of the tub, unable to do anything but gasp and grunt. He kept his thumb on her clit while his fingers massaged her inner walls. He moaned her name, then he lowered his head to flick his tongue over her breast. The water in the tub sloshed and splashed as he finger-fucked her long neglected pussy.

At length, he lifted his head, and keeping his fingers inside her, he stopped thrusting. There was need in his eyes, and she wanted to do anything she could for him. “What? What is it, Faonre?”

His voice was tight with emotion as he said, “I need you to help me.” He moved his fingers again, driving another moan from her. “Will you help me, Claire, my love?”

“Yes, of course I will. What do you need?”

There was his hard to read smile again. “I need a lot of things. But first, I want my legs back.” He laughed adding, “And I really want my cock back. I need my magic, and for that, I need your energy.”

Claire didn’t know the first thing about magic, and in that moment, she didn’t care. She asked, “What do you need me to do?”

“Stand up, and brace your hands on the table behind me.”

She did as he asked, and the position placed her sex right at his face. Faonre slid his hands up her thighs where they latched onto her buttocks and squeezed. He nuzzled the copper curls at her pubis, stirring her with his breath as he moaned, “I need you to come, Claire.”

His fingers parted her from behind, and he kissed her moistened flesh. His tongue was quick and firm, lapping at her juices and flicking at the hard nub of her clit. He moaned into her skin as he worked her to a near frenzy. Claire gripped the table hard and cried out when his fingers thrust back inside of her. The squelching sound of his hand and mouth joined the sounds of their moans and the sloshing in the tub.

A wave of orgasmic pleasure rippled out from their point of contact. Claire’s legs felt weak, but she was not about to move. She just tightened her grip and pressed into his hand and mouth. The waves came harder and more frequent, and in seconds she lost control. With one hand, she kept hold of the table, while the other tangled in his hair and she bucked against his face.

When she began to relax, she pushed off the table and stepped back from him. Faonre licked her cum from his lips and smiled. Claire reached for a towel, but he wrapped a hand around her knee and said, “More. I need more.”

She was in mid step, and in tugging at her, the two of them managed to spill the tub over. Most of the water had already sloshed out, but the remaining tide washed the sponge and the soap halfway across the floor. Claire and Faonre lay in the puddle together, and he laughed as he braced himself with one arm, and pulled her legs toward him with the other. She yelped as he caressed her still twitching and sensitive clit with his fingers. Dark eyes locked on hers, and he commanded, “Pull your knees up.”

Claire’s heart raced as Faonre grabbed the sponge. There was a handle on it for washing the back, and she knew what he was going to do. The polished hardwood was slick with soapy water. She gasped as he slid the object into her pussy. It wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling, for Claire had used the handle for the same purpose, but now Faonre was in control.

He moaned softly, watching with lustful fascination as he rapidly fucked her with the wooden stick. Her tight rings of muscle gripped the handle, and she closed her eyes, reveling in the pressure and friction. Then she felt his finger at her ass, and though she’d never been penetrated there before, Claire had no fear of Faonre. He moaned again, louder this time, as his soaped-up pinky tucked into her sensitive pucker.

The pressure was more intense than anything Claire had ever experienced. She lost herself in what Faonre did to her. Her own mewling cries joined his gasps and moans as she arched her back and tossed her head. Through clenched teeth Faonre growled, “Yes, give me more. Come for me.”

When his tongue suddenly lashed at her clit, Claire came up off the floor in a wild fit of ecstasy. As pleasure exploded throughout her body, Faonre removed the handle and his finger. He moaned into her clutching flesh, as if he too felt some sort of climax. His tongue dipped in and out of her pussy, lips fervently smacking and sucking at her flowing juices.

Claire trembled as she lay in the puddle on the floor. Her entire body quaked from the pleasure he had given her, but she also felt drained. Though she was getting chilled laying there, she wasn’t sure she had the energy to get up. Then Faonre’s hand stroked her inner thigh, and he said, “Again. I need more.”

For the first time, she felt a twinge of fear, and Claire quickly scuttled out of his reach. “No, please. I can’t, Faonre.”

His face fell, and he pouted, “But you liked it. You liked it, and I need it. I want to heal, Claire.”

“I loved it, Faonre. Every second of it. I’ve never been with anybody who’s made me feel like you do, but I can only take so much. As intense as you are, if we do this again now, it’ll hurt me.”

“Oh,” he said, and lowered his head. “I don’t want to hurt you. Tomorrow then?” He looked up at her with hope in his eyes, asking, “You’ll give me more tomorrow?”

Claire noticed the water they lay in was pink, as a few of Faonre’s more serious wounds had come open during their activities. She had a moment of panic that he’d lost so much blood, then she really looked at his body. The deepest of his cuts were now only raw, deep pink lines of newly healing tissue. Claire frowned in confusion and asked him, “Fucking me makes you heal?”

He nodded, “Making love to you melds our magics. My own magic was sorely depleted in my fight with the elves. By giving me yours, you help me regenerate faster. I’m anxious to regain the lower half of my body. I’m sorry if I pushed you too hard, Claire.”

“But I don’t have any magic.”

Faonre laughed, “Of course you do! Humans just forget. But in time, I’ll help you remember.”

Claire sighed, “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but yes. I’ll give you more of whatever this is tomorrow.” She scooted back to him and took his face in both of her hands. When she kissed him, she could taste herself on his tongue, and Claire decided that there were far worse things than loving a fae back to health.

Their lips parted at the sound of a clinking bell. They were both surprised to find Gretta with her head stuck through the entryway. The vicarubos was the spokes-cow for her herd, and Gretta was letting Claire know it was suppertime. Faonre laughed again, and Claire was starting to love that sound. She grinned at him and said, “See, you’re not the only one who needs me. I’ll help you get back to bed…”

“I’m alright,” he said as he used his arms to cross the wet floor to the bed. She watched him haul himself up and tuck his legs under the blanket. He took a real look at their mess then, and he winced. “Sorry about the floor.”

Faonre flicked his hand at the puddle, like he tried to shoo it away. Claire watched in amazement as the water quickly evaporated. The empty tub righted itself, and the sponge and soap leapt into the vessel of their own accord. “See,” he said, “I can be useful.”

She had a sudden lewd thought about his various uses, and shook it from her head. Tired or not, Claire had work to do. Her shift was a soggy mess, so she retrieved her nearly dry clothes from the antechamber and put them on. The damp wool was cold, and the wind outside was even colder. Thoughts of Faonre kept her warm as she got her evening chores done.

***

Winter set in hard, just like it always did on Grimrock Isle, but Claire barely noticed. The caverns of Severed Hollow stayed warm and dry. It helped that the herd moved into the antechamber on the coldest nights. Then, of course, there was Faonre. Claire gladly helped him heal, and while he grew stronger, so did her love for him. As far as she was concerned, the winter could last a lifetime.

In time, Faonre got his legs back and surprised Claire with the news. She was cutting root vegetables for a stew and chatting with him over her shoulder. The next thing she knew, he was right behind her. She cried, “Oh!”, as an arm wrapped around her, pulling her body firmly against his. When he pushed her hair out of the way and kissed her neck, Claire could feel his solid cock pressed into her buttocks.

His hand deftly worked the laces of her pants, and he shoved them down. No words were needed, and Claire set her knife aside and tossed her shirt over her head. His hands slid up and down her body, his mouth playing little kisses and love bites across her shoulders. She gripped the edge of the table as he kneed her legs further apart, and roaming fingers slipped between her thighs. Moisture gathered quickly, and Faonre whispered, “Claire, I want you.”

She pushed her hips back against his erection and giggled softly, “It seems to me, you’ve healed well enough, Faonre.”

She felt him smile against her neck as he purred, “Yeah, but sometimes I just want to fuck.” And on his final word, he pushed her forward and drove his cock deep into her.

Faonre pulled back slow, letting her feel every solid inch of him. Her Unsael’mer fit her perfectly, his slight curved shape and thick veins caressing her just the way she needed him. Then he thrust hard and hot. He held on tight to her hips and fucked her fast. Their bodies and souls were one, a dance to the rhythm of slapping skin and the rocking of the table.

Claire’s orgasm was a torrent of pleasure threatening to drown her sanity. Still, her lover was relentless, taking her with a supernatural energy. Every rapid thrust drove a wild cry from her, and Faonre’s fae laughter filled the room rising above the noise of their love making. Her body succumbed to one wave after another, and Faonre only took her deeper into a realm of intoxicating passion that was completely foreign to her.

Claire’s mind left her, and there was nothing but the pulse and the heat of Faonre’s magnificent cock. She didn’t notice when the vegetables and the cutting board clattered to the floor. She didn’t recognize her own animal scream, torn from her very core. Faonre’s cock suddenly swelled inside of her, and he released. He shouted with her, a whooping holler of joy, as he finally reached his climax.

Copious amounts of fae cum flooded her womb and dripped down her thighs. Claire felt drunkenly dizzy, and she kept hold of the table for fear her legs wouldn’t hold her up. Her lover’s hands caressed her back, then he gripped a handful of her hair. He turned her head so she could look at him over her shoulder. He was grinning and bright eyed, full of more life and spirit than she’d ever thought possible. And he chose to share that with her.

She was just trying to recover, when he said the oddest, most beautiful thing. “I’m keeping you, Claire Sawyer.” His hand came to rest on the back of her neck, and for a second, the heat of his fingertips was so intense that it hurt. The pain left as quickly as it had come on, and he placed a cooling kiss there.

Claire should’ve been exhausted after being with Faonre, but she felt suffused with energy. She pushed herself back from the table and asked, “What are you doing to me, Faonre?”

Still grinning, he just shrugged and said, “Loving you.” Like fucking her brains out in the middle of the afternoon on the kitchen table was a perfectly normal thing to do, he casually asked, “Can I help you feed the animals tonight?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess.” She was confused, but confusion was a regular state of mind for her since she’d brought the fae into her life. Claire forgot she was naked, but then that really didn’t matter anymore. She knelt to retrieve her vegetables, and Faonre helped. He didn’t get on the floor with her, but he magically levitated the food and the cutting board back to the tabletop.

Claire and Faonre spent the winter tucked away in their cave. For the first time in her life, she felt happy. Most of the time, Faonre seemed happy, too. There were times though, when he didn’t know she was looking at him, that she caught a darkness in him. His darkness reminded her of storms and angry seas. He never outwardly showed it to her, keeping his dark to himself, but Claire was afraid of it regardless.

***

Spring came to melt the snow and ice. The vicarubos went into heat, and Claire found out the hard way she’d have to reinforce the bull’s paddock. She would have some unplanned lambs the following spring, but that was fine. She hadn’t planned for the baby in her womb either, but she and her fae would be alright as long as they were together.

When she told him she was pregnant, he wasn’t even surprised. He just gave her another of his infuriating shrugs and said, “Good!” as if it was something they’d intended all along. For all she knew, maybe he had.

As the weather grew warmer, Faonre went out more and more. He didn’t say where he went or what he did. When she asked, he’d deftly change the subject, a maneuver he was little too good at. In his more serious moments the only thing he would tell her was that she was not to leave the Severed Hollow. He told her the elves were dangerous, and she was not to go into Kainesfort.

The warmer it got, the longer he stayed away. He always brought things back with him. Sometimes it was a just catch of fish or a handful of pretty shells, but he was also stealing from the elves. He brought back art, books, wine, and food. He came home once with a crate full of supplies from the alchemist. He gave her exquisite elven jewelry, including a beautiful wedding band. The band was small, and only fit between her first and second knuckle. At first, Claire hesitated to wear it, because she knew it was stolen. Then she thought about how the elves had treated her, and she put the ring on.

Claire also noticed odd changes taking place in the Severed Hollow. There were intricate swirling marks etched into the stone walls of her cavern home. Outside, the standing stones had a faint glow to them, and that glow emanated from similar carvings. Some of those stones were fifteen to twenty feet tall, and they were marked from the top to the ground. Even her vicarubos were marked. They each had a collar, bearing a similar set of runes.

The changes didn’t stop at her environment. Claire found a mark on the back of her neck, a raised area she could just barely feel with her fingertips. She studied her fingers as well, for a fine membrane had slowly begun to develop between them. Along with that, her skin was changing with a subtle, tone on tone striping. Claire knew she should be afraid, but she couldn’t help but feel those changes were somehow right.

For much of her life, Claire went well out of her way to avoid a confrontation, but the changes to her body— no matter how right they felt— warranted an explanation. The thought of cornering her fae lover scared her, because she didn’t want to lose him. For days, she waffled back and forth. She knew Gretta wasn’t really listening, but she often spoke to the animal, working through her frustration.

She resolved to get her answers from Faonre, but of course, he wasn’t home. She waited for him an entire week, growing more and more irritated by the day. Claire had to talk to him before her determination waned. So, though he’d told her to stay put while he was away, she decided to go out and find him.

A spring storm was on its way, and it was bad one. The sky was blackened over the island, and lightning already arced some distance out at sea. The wind, smelling of salt and ozone, whipped at her hair and cloak. Regardless, Claire was on a mission. Though she didn’t know where to even start looking for Faonre, force of habit drew her to Kainesfort. She took the stalwart Gretta, and the two of them traveled a road which should’ve been familiar.

All along the way, the roadside trees and rocks were marked with the fae runes. As she got closer to the main road leading to Kainesfort, Claire found weird effigies built from shells, driftwood, and bones. In the distance, she saw smoke drifting over the tree line, coming from the direction of town. The wind shifted and the smell made Claire feel sick. Something had happened, she thought, and it was bad. She quickened her pace, and Gretta trotted along behind her.

A gentle bend in the trail took her near a cliff’s edge overlooking the beach where Claire had washed ashore three years before. On her normal bi-annual trek to Kainesfort, she passed by the overlook with no reason to stop. That day though, she heard the call of raised voices coming from the shoreline a hundred feet below the cliff’s edge. After a winter with Faonre, it seemed she’d forgotten all about the mantra she’d once clung to, “Not my business.”

Gretta issued a stubborn grunt when Claire left the road to get a peek at what was happening on the beach. The vicarubos shook her head and pawed at the ground, irritated at the break in their routine. Gretta refused to follow Claire up the incline towards the edge, so Claire left the vicarubos on the road. On her own, she scrambled up to the top to stand on the precipice and look out over the sand and the tide.

Several Unsael’mer were on the beach, and they worked together to carry large mother-of-pearl pods into the sea. Some talked and laughed with one another, while others shouted orders at them. Their pods were ovoid in shape, and each was about six feet long. In the water, gigantic tentacled ocean creatures took the pods from the fae. Once a sea monster had several pods, it swam out to deeper water and disappeared below the surface.

She watched one of the monsters speed quite close to shore. It unfurled a tentacle, releasing a fae into the shallows, and Claire’s breath caught. Faonre leapt from the creature’s grasp, then he turned to give the thing a loving pat on the face. He waded through the tide and onto the sand as his friends called out their greetings.

Faonre shook hands with one of his people as they exchanged words. Then she watched her lover turn and head inland for the road that would take him up to Kainesfort. He paused a moment, then slowly looked upward to the top of the cliff, like he could sense her staring at him. Though the two of them were some distance apart, Claire could feel his eyes lock on hers.

“Shit!” Claire gasped. Faonre had specifically told her not to leave the Hollow, and there she was— far from it. Having been caught, she quickly turned and ran back to the road where Gretta waited for her. She could turn around and go home, pretend she’d never been there, but a burgeoning curiosity drove her on.

Claire told Gretta, “We’re already pointed this way, girl. Let’s just see what happens.” She nudged the animal to a faster pace than they’d taken before. She had the high road, and Faonre had to come up from the shore, so she would make Kainesfort before he did. “You and I are going to meet up with Faonre, and this time, he’s going to explain what the hell is going on.”

As the first fat drops of rain began to pelt her hood, Claire came upon a scene of ruin. The gates of Kainesfort were gone. A force had blown the great stone doors - and half of the walls - inward. Through the hole, she could see a lot of Unsael’mer, but not one elf among them. A female fae barked a series of orders at her kin, then she caught sight of Claire.

Frightened, she tried to take a step back, to hide behind the vicarubos, as she had done when confronted by the elves. But the Unsael’mer wasn’t having it. The female fae extended her webbed fingers, and a sword made of lightning crackled to life in her hand. She cocked her head to the side and narrowed her dark eyes. “Well,” she said, “What do you want, human?”

The fae walked towards her, and Claire wanted to run. Something inside her, however, told her to stand her ground. She stepped out from behind Gretta and met the other woman at the ruined gate. As the Unsael’mer came closer, her expression changed to one of curiosity. Claire was unarmed and unarmored, and a wooly fluff-beast was her only companion. She was no threat and the Unsael’mer put her sword away.

Bolder than she felt, Claire stated, “My name is Claire, and I’m looking for Faonre.”

With a sideways grin, the woman asked, “Really?” Then she commanded, “Show me.”

Claire hesitated a moment, then she thought she understood what it was the fae woman wanted to see. She pulled her hood back, turned around, and lifted her hair. The Unsael’mer examined her neck briefly, her fingers gently tracing the pattern Faonre had left on her skin. Then the woman let out a hearty laugh.

She playfully tossed Claire’s hood back over her head. Then she threw a heavy arm around Claire’s shoulders. Still chuckling, she declared, “Here we’re taking back what’s ours and getting rid of these gods forsaken elves. My little brother picks a fine time to finally choose a mate! Ha! Well…”

Claire saw a familiar casual shrug from the fae woman. The she heard Faonre’s voice behind her, as brother and sister said in unison, “Welcome to the family, Claire!”


"The Edge-Hive's Prisoner" by Edmund Hughes

Darkness. Glennard paced the rough stone of his dank, cold cell with deliberately slow steps. How long had it been since the torch in the hallway had gone out? Hours, or perhaps days?

The guard had told him that it was Lady Katara’s decision to use the crude wood and oil torches in place of glow crystals. Supposedly, it helped keep the morale of the prisoners from building over time, and as far as Glennard could tell, it had the intended psychological effect. His life was flickering and finite, no more than a light in the darkness, waiting to be snuffed out.

Glennard shivered in the cold. He could see nothing of his surroundings and wished that he’d spent more time looking around when he’d had the chance. Finite torches. The irony was all too fitting. He was a son of Great House Ardstone. A human in the Upper Realm, with a lifespan that paled in comparison to the centuries gifted to the elves who ruled the land.

The sound of stone on stone came from beyond the limits of Glennard’s view, and he felt a draft of warm air rush into his cell. He heard approaching footsteps, along with the slowly intensifying, steady illumination from a glow crystal wand. By the time it reached the bars blocking off the window to his cell, his eyes were tearing up from sensitivity.

“Glennard Ardstone. Have you finally come to your senses?”

He recognized the voice immediately. It was Syteer, Lady Katara’s most senior valkyrie. She’d been the one who’d led the attack force to take back Centralia after his family’s short-lived rebellion.

They hadn’t been alone. A rebellion of only humans against elves would be over in minutes, given how numerous and entrenched the elder race was in the Upper Realm. They’d had elven allies, supporters of Kay, the Trueblood Empress in Exile.

Syteer cleared her throat. Glennard started, realizing that while he’d been remembering the events that led to his current predicament, she’d been waiting for a response. He cleared his throat and sought words, finding them strange and cumbersome on his long unused tongue.

“How… long has it been?” he asked.

“Eight days,” said Syteer. “Please, Glennard. Do not impale yourself on your honor as your foolish father and brothers have. It’s such a pathetically human response to an… unfortunate situation.”

Glennard tried to look directly at Syteer, but the glow torch was far too bright for his still dark adjusted eyes to obey.

“I refuse to be her slave,” he said. The statement sounded so weak, and truly, it was. He would be anything Lady Katara wanted soon enough. He had few options left, and the darkness was already starting to get to him.

“She doesn’t want a slave,” said Syteer. “She is a true elven lady, cousin to the Empress Alina herself.”

Glennard fought the desire to curse her wretched name. Empress Alina despised House Ardstone and had virtually rendered them second class citizens, barely above the enslaved humans and minor races of the Upper Realm. She’d forced Glennard’s father’s hand, and he’d had no real choice but to side with her rival for the throne, the Trueblood Empress Kay, who still remained banished to the surface below.

“It’s your choice, Glennard Ardstone,” continued Syteer. “Accept her favor, or suffer pointlessly. You can be a prisoner or a paramour. But you must choose.”

* * *

The rags they’d given him in place of his fine tunic and expensive armor were in worse condition than he’d thought. Glennard tried not to breathe through his nose too much as he followed Syteer through the confusing hallways of the Edge Hive. The nondescript stone walls were identical, as were the passages that forked out from one another. Tracing his steps back to his cell, let alone an actual exit, would have been all but impossible.

After a time, they arrived at a door leading to a private bathing chamber. A guard was waiting outside, and at a word from Syteer, he disappeared, sent off on some errand. She smiled at Glennard and gestured for him to enter. A large stone wash basin sat in the center of the intimate space. The water within was steaming, warmed by half a dozen heating crystals sunken into the depths.

“I’ve sent for Lady Katara’s handmaidens,” said Syteer. “They’ll get you cleaned up and… ready for her. She’s an understanding woman, but I would advise you to do more listening than talking in her presence.”

Glennard nodded to her and she took her leave, disappearing through the room’s single exit. He heard the door being locked and knew that he’d merely traded one prison for another.

After stripping off his repulsive rags, Glennard lowered himself into the water. The guard returned a few minutes later with two elven girls in tow. They looked to be barely past their twentieth birthday, but Glennard knew that they could be as old as his father, or centuries older, in truth.

They were both thin, petite women, as all elves were. They wore simple white shifts, and would have looked like twins were it not for their differing hair colors. One of them drew up next to the tub, dropping to her knees and setting a hand on his chest.

“Have you a preference for a specific scented soap, Master Glennard?” she asked. “We have primrose, Krestian lavender, sky berry…”

Glennard gave a noncommittal shrug. The handmaiden flashed an amused smile at her partner, and the two of them began bathing him.

“Lady Katara is intrigued by you, Master Glennard,” said one. “She doesn’t normally take interest in men outside of those in the Edge Hive. She’s been waiting patiently for you to accept her offer.”

Glennard gave a slow nod, not knowing what to say to that. One of the girls began washing his hair, scouring his scalp. He knew how matted and dirty it was, but her intensity still caused him to wince.

“There you go,” said the handmaiden. “Now dunk your head and rinse.”

Glennard looked her over. Her clothing was wet from an accidental splash of water. She had large breasts, and they strained against the confines of her soaked shift, leaving her pink nipples visible through the sheer fabric. He closed his eyes and dunked his head.

“Lady Katara wants us to get you clean and ready,” said the handmaiden. “Do you understand what that means, Master Glennard?”

She had a washcloth in her hand, and began to roam around with it, running it over his stomach, and down one of his thighs, and then back up. Glennard let out a surprised gasp as the washcloth dabbed at his crotch. The handmaiden was smiling at him, though his attention was torn between her mouth and her breasts, the fabric of her dress still wet and tight.

“She doesn’t deserve the reputation she has,” said the other handmaiden. “She’s really quite gentle. And we’ll be gentle with you too, Master Glennard. Just make sure you tell us before we go too far. Lady Katara would be so mad if we tired you out.”

One of the handmaidens continued washing him, while the other focused her attention on tending to his burgeoning erection. The pleasure of her soapy hand along with the soft washcloth was unbelievable, intense enough to be almost painful.

“By the sky,” whispered one of the girls. “It’s true what they say about humans, isn’t it?”

The other handmaiden giggled.

“Of course it is,” she said. “They’re a naturally large race of people. Why wouldn’t that extend to… other areas.”

She gave Glennard’s erection a gentle squeeze, and he let out a low moan. He could almost let himself forget that he was a prisoner of war while on the receiving end of such pleasure. The other handmaiden had also plunged her hands beneath the water and four soft sets of fingers stroked and teased him with soapy, slick movements.

If the guard at the door was uncomfortable with the girls preparing Glennard for Lady Katara, he didn’t let it show. Glennard looked at the man appraisingly. He was tall for an elf, equipped with a spear and clad in thick chainmail and golden gauntlets. He considered whether he would stand a chance at overpowering the guard and decided that it would be suicidal for him to attempt it.

Did he even have fight left in him to try? One of the handmaidens was now massaging his tool with tiny, delightful twisting motions, and she leaned her face in near to his, as though to kiss him. Glennard tried to bring his lips in closer to hers and she let out a girlish squeal and pulled back.

“Oh, no,” she said, breathlessly. “Lady Katara would have me punished if I let you do something like that. She just wants us to get you ready for her, you naughty boy. But here, perhaps this will do.”

She pulled the front of her dress down, revealing her large, teardrop-shaped breasts to him. Leaning forward, she brought Glennard’s face into them and gently swayed her chest back and forth. The other handmaiden was still stroking, her movements accelerating.

The contrast between the soft, sensual pleasure and what Glennard had been through in the past week of imprisonment was sharp enough to almost hurt. He stared at the girls, feeling acute disbelief over his sudden change in fortunes. One of them was spiraling her hands along his shaft, twisting with soft, insistent fingers.  Glennard groaned, feeling himself approaching release.

“That should do,” said the girl with her breasts out. “No more. He’s about to go off, just as Lady Katara wants. Sorry, Master Glennard, but you’ll have to wait. Not long, just until she’s ready.”

The two handmaidens rose from the side of the tub and hurried to grab towels and clothing for him. Glennard was breathing heavily, and stared down at his own arousal in annoyance. It was all just a game to an elf like Lady Katara, he reminded himself. She was powerful, a cousin of the False Empress, and used to getting what she wanted, when she wanted it.

He stood dripping wet while the girls toweled him off. They dressed him in clothing that was clearly tailored for an elven physique. Glennard’s broad shoulders pulled at the fabric so severely that it felt as though the shirt would tear if he moved wrong.

“My clothes,” he said, looking over toward the guard. “The ones that I was captured in. Can I wear those instead?”

The elven guard walked over slowly, his posture relaxed. Glennard wasn’t ready for the gauntleted slap when it came, striking him hard enough across the face to bruise his cheek and bloody his lip. He collapsed to one knee, still weak from his time in the cell.

“Lady Katara picked that outfit for you to wear, Ardstone,” said the guard. “And you will wear it.”

“And if you injure him further, Tanren, she’ll wear your skin for a cloak!” snapped one of the girls. “What in the sky’s name are you thinking? He belongs to Lady Katara!”

The guard looked suitably chastened, and muttered something under his breath as he returned to his post by the door. The handmaidens helped Glennard up and dabbed at his face with their handkerchiefs.

“Don’t worry,” one of them said. “You’ll be in better hands soon.”

* * *

Glennard was led down another series of confusing hallways and into a spacious, richly appointed bed chamber. Thick carpets covered the floor and an enormous canopied bed occupied the center of the room. The bed coverings were richly woven and luxuriously soft to the touch. The rest of the room was adorned with a finely carved oak table, along with several rows of chests and drawers polished to an opulent luster. A wine rack, fully stocked, completed the furnishings.

Lady Katara’s attendants left him as he entered the room. The guard gave him a sharp look, as if to dissuade him from making any escape attempts, and then also left. Glennard licked his bleeding lip as he took in his new surroundings, unsure of what to do while he waited.

Ten minutes passed before the door opened again. An elven woman slipped into the room, her blue eyes sparkling as they met Glennard’s. Somewhat reluctantly, he noted that she was extremely attractive. Her petite figure curved in all the right places, and her face was delicate and would have been beautiful if not for the malice he saw in her thin-lipped smile.

Her hair was dark brown and twisted into an intricate braid, with only her bangs and a few loose tufts over her long, pointed ears left free. Though she looked as youthful in appearance as any elven female, there was something in her body language and poise that told him that she was far older than she appeared.

She wore an elven ceremonial dress which fell to her mid-thigh and rode higher as she strode toward him. Horizontal slits ran up and down the length of it, revealing strips of pale, bare flesh. The plunging neckline barely covered her breasts, and one of her nipples threatened to peek out as she moved in closer.

“Glennard Ardstone,” she said, her voice thickly accented and faintly musical. “I am so pleased you decided to join me. I am Lady Katara, cousin to the Empress Alina.”

She moved toward him slowly, her movements exaggerated and seductive. Glennard flinched as she reached a hand out and ran it across his back.

“Such broad shoulders,” she cooed. “And you’re so tall! I’ve always admired you Ardstone men. You all have that strong, physical presence, and those burning, soulful eyes.”

Her hands continued to roam as she spoke, moving from his shoulders, down to his pecs and across his well-muscled biceps, all of which strained against the tight elven clothes. She moved away, taking a seat on the bed and patting the space beside her. Glennard watched her watching him, noticing the way she licked her luscious, red lips. Her smile was that of a cat eyeing a mouse in the grass.

“Relax, Glennard,” she said. “You act as though this is the first time you’ve been alone in the presence of a woman.”

“I’ve been with girls before,” said Glennard. “Just never as a prisoner.”

The words came out sharper than he’d intended, and he felt himself wilt in anticipation of her rebuke.

“Oh, of course,” said Katara. “I shouldn’t have assumed. You’re a strapping young man. But I am an elven woman, Glennard. Not a girl.”

She patted the bed again, and Glennard final gave in. He sat down on the bed as far away from her as he could without risking her ire. Katara flashed another predatory smile and closed the distance between them, setting a hand on his shoulder.

“Your father and brothers made mistakes,” said Katara. “We both can agree on that, can we not?”

Glennard felt his anger flare at the mention of his family members.

“Their only mistake was to stand up for themselves,” he said, through gritted teeth. “If Empress Alina had listened to their grievances, the war could have been avoided.”

He felt foolish for speaking so openly, but his emotions were too great for him to hold the words in. There hadn’t been any obvious path forward for Great House Ardstone after they’d fallen out of favor with Empress Alina. Pride had been a factor, of course, but what had pushed them to shift their allegiance to the True Blood Empress Kay had been fear of what would come next if they stopped standing up for themselves and the other freeborn humans.

“Oh, you are so dramatic,” said Katara. “This is no war, Glennard. This is but a minor rebellion, which will soon be resolved. That’s why you’re here, and why I’m speaking to you.”

Glennard said nothing, this time thinking better of letting his tongue run loose.

“Great House Ardstone has served my family loyally for close to a century,” said Katara. “I do not believe my cousin would be so rash as to destroy your line over a misunderstanding based on the lies and propaganda of an exiled claimant to the throne. You are here so you can be part of a united future.”

Katara gently rubbed his shoulder, and then let her hand drift lower. She let it rest on his knee, her thumb casually tapping on the side of his leg. The tension in the air was hot and thick, but Glennard felt like he was the only one susceptible to it.

“Are you glad that I left you alive, Glennard?” asked Katara.

He reacted without thinking, turning to look at her with his face set into a dark scowl. Katara laughed and set a finger to his lips before he could say anything.

“Would you like to see if I can make you glad?” asked Katara. “Glad to be alive, to be here, in my power, sitting on my bed?”

Her hand slid up Glennard’s thigh and over his crotch. The fabric of the elven pants was tight enough for his shaft to be visible, and thin enough for the sensation of Lady Katara’s touch to pass straight through. He let out his breath as her fingers began tracing along his manhood, his heart pounding excitedly in his chest as his arousal from earlier made its return.

“You’re in my hands, Glennard.” She gave his now erect shaft a squeeze to emphasize her point. “Don’t be nervous.”

She moved off the bed and kneeled in front of him, tugging at his pants. Her smile had taken on a seductive and wicked quality. Glennard reluctantly lifted his hips, feeling a sudden wave of revulsion at his own unwanted excitement.

“And here I thought my handmaidens were exaggerating,” said Lady Katara. “You are a strapping young man, indeed.”

Katara moved even closer to him, pressing her bosom against his chest before taking him in her hand and stroking him.  One of her breasts had slid completely out of the dress and into view, and she smiled as she noticed him staring.

“This is the same dress I wore for my maiden’s dawning,” said Katara. “You have heard of how that ceremony is performed, have you not?”

Glennard said nothing.

“On the twentieth birthday of an elven maiden, she stands in the fountain, during the night, in her ceremonial dawning dress,” said Katara. “And in turn, the men of her community come forth to join with her.”

She whispered her words into Glennard’s ear, quiet and hot, her hand still massaging and tending to his shaft.

“One by one, the maiden lets the men take her,” she said. “Only by discovering how to use the power of her sexuality to dominate a man can she bring the ritual to a close. For there is power in such an intimate act, power sharper than a sword and more versatile than any crystal.”

Her hand began to move faster, stroking more intensely with each pull. With her other hand she squeezed his bicep, digging her nails into his skin. Glennard didn’t look at her, afraid of what might happen if his eyes met hers.

“Would you like to know how many men took me before I came into my sexual power, Glennard?” asked Lady Katara.

She pulled her other breast loose of the dress in a smooth movement, her pink nipples hard and eager to be free of the fabric. Glennard watched from the corner of his eye as Lady Katara, the False Empress’s cousin and one of the most powerful elves in the Upper Realm, brought her mouth down to the tip of his shaft and extended her tongue.

Pleasure. Glennard’s body threatened to seize up as Katara used her tongue to trace a lazy circle around the head of his member. She followed it with a sensual kiss before taking him in her mouth and sucking him with such skill that he knew he would last only a minute, at best.

He eased himself backward, resting on his elbows. Katara’s hand pressed down on his stomach as though holding him in place. She continued to lap with slow, luxurious movements, her lips doing things that only the elves understood.

Glennard, without thinking, reached out his hand and placed in on the back of her head. Katara immediately slapped it away, her eyes gleaming with control and a bit of madness.

“Glennard,” she whispered. “Relax. Accept the pleasure as it comes to you.”

Glennard watched as Lady Katara slowly licked the length of his shaft. Her tongue was hot, wet, and impossibly pleasurable. She did it a second time and then rose up slightly, letting her breasts drag over his erection before taking the tip of it back into her mouth.

Her cheeks dimpled inward slightly as she sucked, and she let out a soft, noise of amusement as she took a breath. Glennard was staring at her with wide eyes, intoxicated by the pleasure of what she was doing. It was almost hard for him to picture her as a noble woman, so eager and greedy to taste his seed did she seem.

And then, for the second time within an hour, Glennard was on the precipice. His eyes were closed, his breathing was uneven and fast, and his entire body was anticipating release when a knock came at the door. Lady Katara pulled her mouth back, Glennard’s hardness escaping her lips with a pop as the suction released. He saw a trail of saliva briefly connect his shaft to her lips as she pulled away. With a snarl, Katara stood up and made her way toward the door.

“Speak,” she said, to whoever was on the other side. Glennard didn’t hear the response, but Lady Katara’s face grew serious as she received it. She turned back to look at him and smiled reassuringly.

“We’ll have to finish this later, Glennard,” she said.

Later did not arrive that evening, or anytime over the course of the next few days. Glennard’s ransom was paid in short order by, ironically enough, several of his own cousins. He was returned to the sprawling estate of Great House Ardstone within a week’s time, almost as though his imprisonment and brief stint as Lady Katara’s paramour had never happened.

* * *

Three years later.

A dozen smoldering corpses lay scattered across the courtyard of the Edge Hive’s main entrance. Glennard waved his thanks to the circling dragon responsible as it flew away, ridden by one of Trueblood Empress Kay’s own dragoneers.

He led Great House Ardstone’s vanguard forward, stepping aside as his crystal mages pooled their strength into a powerful force spell to knock the heavy metal door loose from its frame. Glennard’s two bodyguards insisted on remaining at his side as he led the charge into the hive, cutting through the few remaining guards who had not yet fled in the face of overwhelming odds.

Three spear wielding elven valkyries rushed in to block their way. Glennard squared off against the one in the center, lifting his sword to deflect the upward thrust of her spear. She fell off balance, and he instantly countered, spinning and cutting the elf’s leg while slamming his foot into her chest, knocking her down.

He left his bodyguards to do the dirty job of finishing them off and hurried into the hive. Its confusing layout would have frustrated him, if not for the careful attention several of his spies had paid to mapping the layout in the time leading up to their assault.

An elven guard stood in front of the door he sought, clad in chainmail and wielding a metal spear. Glennard slowed as he approached him, letting his opponent make the first move. He knocked the expected spear thrust aside, but was surprised when the elf followed up with a quick, sweeping blow with the butt of the weapon.

Glennard fell to one knee, his hand instantly going to his pocket and pulling loose his shield crystal. The sentry brought his spear downward for the killing blow, and stared with numb shock as the point of his weapon caught against the magical barrier and ricocheted away.

Glennard didn’t waste any time, immediately sweeping his sword into an upward cut that nearly severed one of the guard’s arms. He took no chances, thrusting his blade through the elf’s stomach, just to make sure.

The room beyond the guard was Lady Katara’s audience chamber. Glennard sheathed his sword and pushed open the heavy double doors.

Lady Katara was dressed in her most elegant clothing, and her eyes widened with recognition as she saw Glennard. He smirked at her as he locked the doors behind him and approached where she sat upon the central dais.

“Lady Katara,” said Glennard. “So good to see you again.”

It was, in fact, good to see her. Her delicate face wore a surprised and somewhat fearful expression. Her dress was deep scarlet in color, low cut enough to show ample cleavage. It clung tightly to her body, accentuating the curve of her hips and fullness of her butt. Her hair hung loosely around her shoulders, curling at the ends and enticing him to reach out and take it firmly into his hands. 

“Lord Ardstone,” said Katara. “What an unexpected surprise.”

Glennard’s smile broadened as he heard her thick accent. It still sounded exotic and enticing to him, as it had when he’d first heard it three years prior.

“Your valkyries have been defeated,” he said, walking forward slowly. “And your guards have fled or fallen.”

“And so you now come to demand my complete surrender.” Lady Katara smiled bitterly at him. “I wonder if you remember the grace with which I spared your life, back when I had you in my power.”

“I remember well, milady,” said Glennard. “And I intend to return the favor in full.”

He strode up onto the dais, coming within a few steps of Katara. It seemed as though he’d caught her in the middle of a political dinner, as there was a table behind her laden with food and drink for at least a dozen people.

“You are young and foolish, Glennard,” said Katara. “And you spend your words more freely than your political budget allows. Your so called ‘Trueblood Empress’ will not take the throne.”

“Who said anything about taking the throne?” Glennard grinned at her. “I came here to take you, Lady Katara.”

He moved in closer to her, and was a little surprised to see a familiar smile spread across her lips.

“Such pride,” she said. “You are still a young man. Did our short, unfulfilled tryst really leave that much of an impression on you?”

Glennard reached out and took Katara by the waist, pulling her body into contact with his own. He was already hard, and he saw her face flush with excitement as his erection pressed against the petite elf’s stomach. She looked almost as eager as he felt.

“I’ve matured, since then,” said Glennard.

“Have you now?” she asked, her voice challenging.

Glennard kissed her roughly, his hands pawing at her breasts. He ripped the front of her dress open and was rewarded with a surprised squeal from the elven lady.

“Right here?” asked Lady Katara. “With your army still securing my hive?”

“It will be the first of many times,” said Glennard. He groped at her breasts and hurriedly undid his belt, his arousal almost getting the better of him.

“You’re enthusiastic, and I welcome it,” said Lady Katara. “Though if you think you can get the better of me in the realm of intimacy, Glennard Ardstone, then you are more foolish than you know.”

Glennard leered at her as he freed his shaft from the confines of his pants. It was rock hard, and stood at full attention under Lady Katara’s surprised gaze. He licked his lips, his smile still as broad as it had been when he first entered her audience chamber.

“I’ve been with elven women many times over the past few years,” said Glennard. “Have you been with many human men, Katara?”

She didn’t answer him. Glennard kissed her again, feeling her efforts to take back control of the situation as she slid her tongue into his mouth and ran her hands across his shoulders. Glennard pushed her against the dining table and spun her around, sliding her dress up so his hands could explore.

“You and your handmaidens made such a fuss over the size of my manhood,” said Glennard. “I thought it was just pointless flattery at the time, but I understand now.”

He let his fingers brush across the fine hair covering her crotch, and then over her illicit folds. She was already wet, but as with all elven women, it would still be a challenge for him to fit his shaft inside of her, large as it was in comparison to the endowment of a typical elven male.

“It makes no difference,” said Lady Katara, a slight nervous edge entering her voice. “You will understand soon enough. I’m an elven lady, Lord Glennard, unmatched when it comes to the erotic arts. Take me in lust at your own peril.”

Glennard pushed forward, the tip of his shaft pressing against her restrictively tight hole. He heard a gasp escape Katara’s lips and grinned, groping at her breasts and kissing her softly on the neck.

“I will take you, Lady Katara,” Glennard whispered in her ear. “And as I said, this will be the first of many times.”

He ran his hands over her buttocks, up her thighs, and teased at her crotch with his fingers, resisting the urge to start giving her the erotic punishment she deserved. Katara moaned and pushed herself back against him, clearly being drawn into the encounter as it progressed.

Glennard pushed the first inch of his shaft into her, feeling the crush of her hot, wet hole. With his last elven lover, he’d needed to spend weeks slowly using larger and larger phallic toys to get her used to accepting such girth. He would not grant Lady Katara the same courtesy.

“Is… that all?” asked Lady Katara, in a voice that was intended to be teasing, but instead sounded pleasured and strained.

“I’ve barely even begun,” said Glennard.

He pushed forward a little more, and Lady Katara let out a lusty squeal. Glennard pressed her down firmly on the table and groped her buttocks as he pulled his shaft back, going a little deeper as he pushed forward again.

Lady Katara lifted her legs, attempting to wrap them around Glennard’s waist as though to assert her control over the encounter. Glennard reached around and squeezed one of her nipples roughly in warning. Her entire body shivered, and she let out a low, eager moan of pleasure.

“Would you tell me again of your dawning ceremony?” asked Glennard. “And of all the men you’ve dominated sexually, through your… what was it again? Erotic arts?”

Without warning, he thrust deeper into her, eliciting a pleasured moan from her lips. His shaft moved more easily now, and he began to pump faster, pushing further each time. Lady Katara responded to his movements, her body moving to meet his.

“Perhaps we could have our own version of the ceremony,” said Glennard. “And see how long it takes you to come into your sexual confidence while I have my way with you, again and again.”

“By the sky!” cried Lady Katara. “Please… keep going. Yes!”

“I will keep going,” said Glennard. “You’re in my power now, Katara.”

“Oh!” Lady Katara reached her hand back, gripping Glennard’s shirt and holding him to her. “Oh yes! Lord Ardstone!”

Glennard knocked plates and goblets off the table to clear space. He lifted Lady Katara’s petite body and turned her onto her back. He pulled her thighs apart with needlessly rough movements and lowered himself over her, kissing her breasts as his shaft reentered her tight hole. Katara cried out, wrapping her legs around him and digging her fingernails into his back, intoxicated with lust.

Glennard took from her what she would have taken from him. His body was strong and muscular, and he let his pace build slowly as he thrust harder, colliding into her over and over again.

Lady Katara’s hips betrayed her as they bounced up to meet each of his movements. She kissed him on the lips, her tongue dancing against his. Glennard tore his mouth loose only to instead suck on one of her breasts, his member continuing its ceaseless onslaught. Their bodies created a lewd rhythm as they slapped together, the illicit noise echoing off the chamber’s wide walls and high ceilings.

The pleasure was dizzying. Glennard felt a deep, primal force pulling him into her. He understood, then, what Katara had meant when she’d spoken of elven maidens and their sexual wiles. He was falling into her with each thrust, the grip of her hot hole as much of a trap to an unsuspecting victim as any dark alley ambush.

He felt a sudden need to steel his expression, to mask the intensity of the pleasure he had charged headfirst into. Katara was watching him, still bucking her hips in time with her thrusts. She brought an arm up under her breasts as though presenting to him and flashed a small, wicked smile.

“What’s wrong, Lord Ardstone?” she said. “It’s as you said: this is our own little version of the dawning ceremony.”

She reached her hand up and stroked Glennard’s cheek. He tried to look away from her, feeling her eyes boring into him even as he tried to keep his pace up and push onward with his sexual conquest.

Lady Katara shifted underneath him, gently guiding him down and to the side. She moved to straddle him, and Glennard allowed her to, even as the voice of reason in the back of his head screamed of the danger of allowing her such freedom.

“I told you that you’d understand soon enough,” whispered Katara. “You made such a bold attempt of it. And you certainly came… equipped for battle.”

Slowly, she began to ride him, grinding herself back and forth. Glennard felt the tight grip of her womanhood sliding along the length of his shaft, squeezing it for all the pleasure it was worth. He groaned and ran his hands up the sides of her body, his palms resting on her perfect breasts.

He no longer cared whether or not he was in control. Lady Katara bounced up and down on him, smiling like a young lady out for a ride on a powerful stallion. Lady Katara made soft, cooing noises of pleasure as she moved. She leaned forward and gave Glennard a soft kiss on the lips.

Glennard was still young and eager, and his release snuck up on him. He tried in vain to still his movements as he passed over the line, pleasure erupting from the depths of his soul as he emptied his seed into the beautiful elven woman. He panted, collapsing back on the table. Lady Katara let out a tiny, stifled laugh.

“Oh, Master Glennard,” she said, amusement thick on her voice as she abandoned his official title. “It’s quite alright. It’s as you said. This will be the first of many times.”

Her expression was proud as she met his gaze, one of her hands slowly running through the curls of his hair. Glennard nodded, still drunk on the pleasure of orgasm. He was unable to shake the subtle sense that somehow, she’d managed to get the better of him.

“I… should check on my guards,” he said.

“Not now,” said Lady Katara. “Just stay here with me. You wouldn’t want to leave me with your guards, would you? Think of what they might do to me.”

Glennard nodded slowly. He knew what she was doing. She was as dangerous as he’d ever expected her to be. He’d keep her close and watch her carefully, even though he knew the risk it would put him in. Her hand had already found his shaft again, and was slowly working it back into a state of hardness.

“Young men are so much fun,” she whispered.

Glennard flashed a genuine smile at her, and was happy to see the slightly uneasy look she gave him in response. The real conflict would not take place outside between their allies and warriors, but in this room.

And though Glennard had lost the battle, he had no intention of losing the war.


"The Chained Goddess" by Olivia Matin

Fenyn slid his hand between his lover’s soft, perfect thighs. He deepened the massage, causing her hips to arch up and meet his exploring fingers. Her body directed him with each subtle movement and soft moan, guiding him to take his caresses higher until he slid one finger inside her sweet cleft, then a second. He pumped them slowly in and out, taking his time. She was so slick, so warm. Fenyn grinned to himself as he watched her gasp and lift her chin, letting a smile flutter across her face.

Ever since Fen had taken the position of court warlock earlier in the year, he and Iria had enjoyed stolen moments whenever they found the opportunity. Lazing about on languorous afternoons among the palace’s maze-like gardens, heated kisses between library book stacks, groping each other behind potted plants. What had begun as the awkward fumbling of two virgins had, over time, blossomed into two ardent lovers who knew precisely how to please the other. And tonight, after much careful planning, they enjoyed the luxurious, easy comfort of her royal bed chamber.

He groaned into her neck and bit down on her tender skin, then quickly followed it up with consoling swirls of his tongue. She whimpered and bared more of her slender neck to him. God, he loved everything about her. The way her soft, dark hair felt between his fingers, the sweet smell of her flawless bronze skin, the way her eyes of ancient gold caught the light of the oil lamp when she laughed. He ground his painfully hardened cock against her outer thigh, desperately wishing he had already freed himself from his clothing.

“Fen,” she whispered breathlessly. “I need you. I—”

Heavy, booted footsteps of multiple armored men pounded down the hallway, rapidly approaching the chamber door. Iria stiffened beneath him and Fenyn pulled back to look at her. Her wide eyes gazed up at him in terror. She scrambled away and pulled the sheets around her, covering herself up.

He froze in panic. He had few options. Hide under the bed? Leap off the balcony? Was there time to reach the rope he’d used to climb up?

Iria stared at him. “What are you doing? Run!”

Her warning came too late.

* * *

Princess Iria knelt on the marble floor of the chapel, before the statue of the Mother Goddess. In here, she felt like she could breathe freely. She gave silent thanks that the little chapel was a women’s sanctuary. That toad Valleg couldn’t bother her in here.

Iria turned her gaze up and studied the statue. It depicted a beautiful woman, head bowed and eyes closed. Her hands were bound together, chained in front. Iria wasn’t quite clear about the symbolism - something about her submission to the great god Amrukat - but it had never looked quite right to her. The sad defeat in the statue’s pose didn’t fit with the mental image Iria had of this powerful protector of women. The deity, whose true name was never spoken, was both caring and powerful. Iria wished she understood her better. No stories were told about her, no festivals held, no songs sung. She supposed the Goddess had her secrets.

Iria found her thoughts drifting to Fen as she prayed. She supposed it was only natural to think of him now. It had been five years since she’d seen him. The heartbroken look of utter betrayal on his face as he was dragged away still haunted her memory. If only she hadn’t been so afraid that night. If only she hadn’t needed her mother’s help to speak to her father.

Iria put thoughts of her former lover aside. She had come to the chapel today with a purpose, one that required focus.

“Mother Goddess, please hear me. I am being forced into a marriage I do not want. You are my only hope. Please, give me strength.” Iria fumbled for the right words. She always felt it was important to be specific in your prayers. “Help me find a way out of this.”

She wasn’t sure how, but the prayer did help. A sense of peace washed over her, accompanied by a bold shot of courage. Somehow, she knew everything would be okay.

* * *

Fenyn Widder had spent all day navigating the twisty streets of the sprawling port city of Vesonia, using a black, viscous drop of demon blood that slid back and forth in his cupped palms, only to find that the spell had led him straight to the steps of one of the city’s infamous brothels. Bael’s idea of a joke, probably. Give him an old fashioned imp or an iron-studded war demon any day. At least he could predict how those kind would try stab you in the back.

Fen spent the next several minutes having an extended, expletive-filled tantrum in the middle of the muddy street, interrupted only by the excruciating pain that came from kicking a fencepost. Above him, the brothel’s sign swung back and forth, painted with a turgid dragon in fading lavender. The golden yellow glow from the house windows mocked him. Come inside, they said with a wink. It’s warm in here.

The question had been straightforward enough. What is your heart’s desire? It was just a simple finding spell. There was only one problem — it required him to concentrate on the one person that still caused him hurt after all these years. Feeling tired, bitter, and a little sorry for himself, Fen’s mind had stubbornly drifted to visions of downy pillows, goblets of spiced wine, and the warm, welcoming thighs of a willing whore.

Fen felt for the purse tucked away under his cloak and weighed it with his hand. He carried plenty of coin, all the money loaned to him by Lord Valleg to help in his search for the missing princess. Valleg’s enforcer, an ogre with fists the size of prize piglets, would want that gold back with interest if he couldn’t deliver. Then again, there was a brothel right in front of him. He didn’t even like Valleg. He was also feeling especially miserable tonight. His clothes clung unpleasantly to his body, still soaked all the way through from a late summer downpour. Why shouldn’t he take a night for himself? He could warm up by a fire, get off a couple of times, pass out, and refocus his efforts in the morning when his head was clear. Yeah, that’s what he should do.

Fuck it.

He used the wooden steps to dislodge the mud from his boots and opened the door.

The combined aroma of scented oils and sex hit his nose the moment he stepped inside. A few oil lamps cast a warm glow over the parlor. It was all gold fringe and lush purple fabrics. Gaudy, yet homey. Two ladies in short, silky garments immediately approached. They cooed soft words of comfort and helped him out of his dripping wet cloak. One of them pawed at his chest, touching it through the white tunic that clung to his skin. He didn’t think of himself as an attractive man. These fine ladies, however, did their best to make him feel desirable. His thin body was what his mother had once kindly termed ‘scholarly’, and one ex-girlfriend had described as ‘scrawny’. He had dark brown eyes and black hair that fell past his shoulders. His ears, long and tapered, were his most memorable feature. Any longer and they would droop. Most people assumed him to be half-elven, which was fine with him. He mumbled a thanks and disentangled himself from the two women.

An older woman, a busty satyr in a rich red gown, swept her arm out. “Welcome to the Purple Wyrm. Have a look around. Choose your company.”

An impressive assortment of companions lazed about the room in various states of undress. A huge, honest-to-gods minotaur sat on the hearthrug, with a cock as long and thick as Fenyn’s forearm draped across one hairy thigh. It was matched by a pair of balls bigger than some melons he’d seen in the marketplace. Offhand, he wondered if the minotaur had very many customers and, if so, how many survived the encounter.

A man and a woman watched him as they lounged on a divan. They both had beautiful patches on their skin that glittered like crushed rubies. Their all-black eyes shone with lust and the promise of danger. They smirked at him, openly enticing. Fenyn smiled back and shook his head. Those two would be fun, but part succubi would be better saved for a night when he had more energy for them to steal.

The few others remaining in the room were the standard brothel offerings, men and women of various types. The pair who had greeted him earlier, a pretty, plump ginger girl and a dark-haired halfling beauty, leaned against a nearby wall, watching him. The ginger one flicked her pink tongue between her lips and gave him a saucy wink.

A noise in the hallway beyond drew his attention away from Ginger’s tongue. He stepped around the corner to find what looked like one of the house ladies having a fit. Fenyn watched in amusement as she tried unsuccessfully to swat at some invisible annoyance that roamed all over her like a happy kitten.

The woman had long, dark brown hair that tumbled over her shoulders in loose curls. Her elegant, shapely limbs possessed grace, but at the moment she was all awkward charm. His gaze was drawn to the outline of her full breasts and dark nipples, visible through the ivory silk she wore. The garment draped from one shoulder and stopped at the top of her thighs. The thin fabric did little to conceal what was beneath, revealing the shadow of hair between her legs. It was her skin, though, that made him catch his breath. He had run his tongue all over skin just like that exquisite bronze once. Dear gods above, he could fuck Iria’s twin tonight if he really wanted to…

His eyes widened. Oh, hell. It couldn’t be. The years had filled her out a little more, but it was definitely her.

Iria stopped and looked up, only now noticing that she was being watched. She frowned at him, indignant, then her eyes widened as recognition set in. Fen just stared back, jaw hanging.

“You!” she whispered.

“You.”

“Are you responsible for this?” She pointed to the tiny black spot that had finally settled in her hand.

Huh. The spell had worked after all. He approached her cautiously, still not quite believing that she was real. Fen whispered a word, touched the inky drop, and it dissolved with a little pop.

Without warning, she grabbed his hand and dragged him up the stairs. She led him into one of the rooms, locked the door, then whirled to face him.

“Why are you here?”

“I came to rescue you, believe it or not,” Fen grumbled. “Valleg’s desperate to find you. I just happened to be the only one able to cast a bloodspell—”

“Because the spell requires a personal connection to the target,” she finished for him.

Fen felt his face go warm. He set his jaw and looked off to one side and switched subjects. “He said you’d been kidnapped the night before your wedding.” With sudden anger, he demanded, “Valleg? Really?!”

Iria snorted. “Not like it was my idea. He talked my father into it.” She sighed and flopped down on the edge of the bed. “I ran away.”

“Why?”

All humor dropped from Iria’s face. “Are you joking? He betrayed my parents, staged a coup, and tried to force me to marry him in order to steal the kingdom.” She waved a hand. “And don’t believe what anyone is saying about my parents being dead. I’m sure he needs them alive. For now.”

Fenyn frowned and rubbed his neck, unsure how to parse this new information. “Is that his big plan?” He put his hands on his hips. “Well, you can’t stay here.”

“Not now that someone has found me, no.”

He looked up, examining the room for the first time. It wasn’t bad, as brothels went. The furnishings weren’t very new, but the floor had been recently scrubbed and the bedding looked freshly laundered. “Why a brothel?”

Iria lifted one eyebrow. Her mouth quirked in amusement. “Did anyone think to look for me here?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “Well, no.”

“There’s your answer.” She considered him for a moment, then explained, “The owner is sort of a... friend of a friend. I’ve been invisible and perfectly safe here for weeks. The kind of people who frequent this place don’t go to court.”

Fen gave Iria a puzzled stare. “Have you actually been selling yourself?”

She tilted her chin up and met his gaze directly. “I don’t have to answer that. But what if I have?”

“But you can’t! You— you’re—” Fenyn felt an unexpected shock of jealousy that made his jaw stiffen. Other men putting their hands on her. His princess, on her knees, another man’s cock in her mouth.

“I’m what?” Iria folded her arms. “I’ve known my whole life I would be sold off to a stranger, all for a treaty, or land, or treasure. Or maybe to consolidate power with some noble. But never love. Never by my choice. It’s just a different kind of prostitution, isn’t it?”

Listening to her voice, seeing her, standing so close he could feel her warmth, picked at a wound he’d hoped was long since scabbed over. “I really ought to just drag you back to Valleg.”

“You would betray me, Fen?”

It had been so long since he’d heard his name on her lips. The sound was bittersweet. Fen felt long dead, unwanted emotions blooming in his chest, like dead flowers breathed back to life. He closed his eyes against the vision of her sitting there on the bed, leaning back on her hands, one elegant leg folded over the other. “Maybe I wouldn’t have before, maybe if you hadn’t—”

A series of sharp raps at the door interrupted him. Iria went to the door and opened it just a crack. Fenyn could see that the ginger girl peered back through.

Ginger whispered frantically, “There’s trouble. An ogre and a group of men have been spotted on their way here. Madam thinks—”

Fenyn grabbed the door and yanked it all the way open. “Big ugly brute, scar on one eye?”

Ginger shrugged helplessly.

“Oh hell,” Fen growled. “He had me followed! We need to go.”

Iria exchanged a few quiet words with Ginger, who nodded and ran off. Iria didn't waste any time either. She grabbed a pair of leather boots from the wardrobe and tugged them on as she talked, giving Fen a nice view of her ass as she bent over. “Not we, me.”

Fenyn glared at her. “Seriously?”

Iria pulled out a dagger and tucked it into her boot, then flipped a dark blue cloak over her shoulders. “You already admitted you’re here on Valleg’s orders.”

Fenyn scowled and folded his arms. “I didn’t know you left on purpose. Now I want to help.”

Iria fisted her hands at her sides. “I’ll be fine on my own. If you really want to help, stay here and misdirect your friends.” She headed for the door.

Fen followed, matching her pace. He lowered his voice and shot back through gritted teeth, “Nuh uh. I’m not letting you out of my sight. Your parents should be pretty grateful to me for rescuing you. Maybe even give me a reward for being so helpful. A title? Land?” He pointed at her chest. “You owe me, princess.”

Iria stopped and glared at him through narrowed eyes. “I owe you? You aren’t even rescuing me! I’m—” She let out an exasperated breath. “Whatever. Just… shut up.”

Iria led their escape through a window in the attic, then across to the next roof and down an old stairway to the ground. Fen spared a quick glance back at the Purple Wyrm. The sound of a bull’s raucous bellow shook the street, followed by lots of crashing, yelling, and feminine shrieks.

* * *

Hours later, Fenyn fought to stay awake as the two of them trudged through a darkened wood, with only moonlight to guide him after Iria’s grueling pace. Having left his own cloak behind, he was bitterly grateful for the cool night air to keep him awake. And yet Iria pressed forward, as though this were nothing more than a refreshing stroll.

“We need to stop. I’m getting a blister,” Fenyn complained. “And why won’t you tell me where we’re going?”

Iria called back over her shoulder, “Soon.”

That was it. He’d had enough. Fenyn halted in the middle of the small clearing. “You can’t trust me? You are the one who betrayed me! Remember?”

Iria whirled to face him. “I never betrayed you!”

Fenyn gestured wildly as he talked. “You just let them drag me off to the dungeon! You—”

“I was young! And afraid!” she yelled back, just as animated. “I’m sorry. I really am. I confessed everything to my mother. We tried to explain what had happened to my father the next morning, but you had already escaped.”

Fenyn froze. “You… told your parents the truth? About us?”

She looked at him through lowered lashes. “Is that so hard to believe? I was in love with you, Fen.”

Fenyn studied the ground. He worked his mouth, then finally answered, “I loved you too.”

Too tired to keep going, Fen slouched against a great tree. Iria sat down next to him and rested her head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her and pressed his lips to the top of her head.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered against her hair. “I should have trusted you.”

Iria answered softly, not troubling herself to conceal the hurt in her voice, “A little faith in me would have been nice, considering everything we shared. It was always you, Fen.”

Fenyn wanted her to explain what she meant by that, but he didn’t push her to finish her thoughts. He had so many things he wanted to say too. The two of them fell asleep before either could manage another word.

He woke up feeling stiff, but with the pleasant realization that Iria was still in his arms. Sometime during the night, she’d wrapped her cloak around both of them. Her body felt so right against his, all warm curves and soft skin. His cock, painfully hard, agreed. Her breasts pressed against him and their gentle curves beckoned, lifting with every soft breath she took in her sleep. He wanted to kiss them all over. It would be so simple, to spread her cloak out on the ground and lie her back. He knew exactly how her body would respond, how she would arch up to meet him, encouraging his hands to explore every part of her.

But… no. Not here, not now. They would have to move soon. Somewhere out there, the usurper’s men still pursued them.

Iria stirred and stretched against him. With a sudden movement, she jerked awake and sat straight up. “It’s morning?” She muttered some very unprincess-like curses as she pulled herself together.

Fenyn, regretfully, pulled himself to his feet too. He brushed at the grass and dirt he’d collected. “Do you feel like telling me where we’re going now?”

“The Temple of the Mother Goddess,” she replied, without hesitation. “But I need to get there before anyone figures out where I’m headed. Let’s move.”

Winding their way through the forest rather than traveling by road cost them time, but kept them hidden. The sun hung high in the sky by the time they reached the temple. The imposing ziggurat towered above the forest floor. All harsh lines and dark stone, it didn’t look like any place that honored a Mother Goddess. Then again, not a whole lot of her religion made much sense to Fenyn’s mind. He never understood why the worship of such a powerful female deity seemed to be completely in thrall to a caste of despotic, grumbling old men. Women worshipped her, women served her, but the priests at the top held absolute power.

The old, shaggy-haired priest who met them at the doors seemed both unsurprised and pleased by the appearance of the princess. Fen, however, was given distrustful frowns. After some back and forth between the princess and the priest, Fen was grudgingly allowed to enter.

Soon, they sat at a table in one of the priest’s rooms, provided with a simple, but nourishing meal. Fenyn didn’t love vegetable stew, but he was grateful for it, and equally grateful for the cool, quenching bowls of water mixed with wine. While he ate, he studied the faded murals that covered the walls. Judging by the delicate, stylized paintings of a golden woman, Fen guessed they told stories of the Goddess. In one, the Goddess held hands with a winged man, in another she rode a unicorn across a field, a sword in her hand and an army behind her. Several pictures later, she was being led away in chains by a man wearing a crown, as the Goddess looked back at the winged figure. Something about the murals nudged an unused corner of Fenyn’s brain.

Iria worked at a small loaf of bread, breaking off pieces and dipping them into honey and cream. Between bites, she said, “We need a plan. The temple is a sanctuary, but I doubt that Valleg and his men will wait politely outside.”

The white-haired priest frowned. “The temple doors were built to keep out violent husbands, not whole armies. We could try to block them from the inside, but it’s a temporary solution.”

Silence followed this statement. Fenyn looked into his empty bowl. He could summon demons. It may cost him dearly, but could he summon enough to fight an army?

The temple helper who had brought in the food, a small woman with dark cropped hair, spoke up. “You said he aims to marry you. What if you were already joined to another?”

Fenyn blinked and looked up. Iria met his gaze, both of them wide-eyed with surprise.

The old priest tapped a finger on his lower lip. “The idea has merit. Valleg declared the King dead. The princess has no other male relatives. But I must remind you, Your Highness, that any man you marry must be of royal blood.” He stopped pacing and eyed Fenyn critically.

Fenyn’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Don’t look at me. I’m just—” Suddenly, something clicked. No, it was too ridiculous. Bael would gloat forever if the very thing that Fenyn hated most about himself turned out to be the answer to his problems. But if accepting it meant being able to protect Iria, it would be worth the cost. He sighed. “Actually, I do have royal blood. That is, if the scion of a Prince of the Under Realm counts.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Iria’s astonished expression. He thinned his mouth and avoided looking directly at her.

The head priest lifted one bushy eyebrow. “A Prince of Hell? Interesting. To which demon do you refer?”

“Baelauroch, Herald of Vengeance,” he mumbled. He explained, unable to help rolling his eyes, “He’s my grandfather.”

The priest and his underling shared a look.

The tips of Fenyn’s unusual ears burned, as though he could feel everyone’s eyes on them. He fought the urge to cover them with his hands. He finally took a chance and looked at Iria. She was clearly surprised, but didn’t seem revolted.

The priest cleared his throat and addressed the princess. “I see no reason why the Ritual of Joining could not be performed. The choice is yours, Your Highness.”

Iria took Fenyn by the hand and led him to a corner of the room. She held on to both of them, using the lightest touch, and turned to face him. “I need you to understand, Fen… this is a spiritual bonding. Forever. I understand if you can’t do this. I can find another way to—”

“I want you.” Fen touched her cheek, grazing it with the backs of his fingers. “I would do anything you ask of me. Gladly. Not like it’d be a hardship.” Fenyn’s heart felt strange, as though it glowed within his chest. He just wanted what she wanted. Her happiness made him happy. And right now, what she needed from him was cooperation and protection.

Her tentative smile turned into a grin.

The priest tilted his head. “You are agreed, then? Good. I will explain what must happen. Normally, the two to be joined spend the month—”

Iria cut him off. “Skip all that, please. We have no time.”

The priest cleared his throat. “Hrm, well. Just the essentials, then. The princess must be bathed in the temple waters. Then, Her Highness will be chained to the altar, where she will be joined by her partner.”

Iria swallowed nervously. “Chained?”

“It’s traditional,” the priest explained with an uncomfortable shrug. “Some of your female ancestors were not quite…” He moved his hands as he sought the right word.

“Willing,” Iria supplied, looking unimpressed.

The priest had the good sense to look embarrassed by this. He turned his attention to Fenyn. “And you, young man. Your role is important. I hope you are not prone to, er, finishing early.”

Fenyn sighed. “Could you please just speak plainly?”

The priest's nervousness grew. “It is vitally important that she reach the pinnacle of her ecstasy at the same time as you.”

Fen lifted an eyebrow as his mouth drew into a playful smirk.

* * *

Fenyn used his fingers to paint a large sigil in glistening lamp oil on the floor of the temple’s main chamber. The dark stone swallowed the light of the torches arranged along the walls. Above him, against a ceiling so high that it was surrounded by shadows, towered a statue not of the goddess, but of Amrukat. The humorless face of the Crowned God stared straight ahead. The chains that would bind Iria ran through his clenched fists.

Fen borrowed a torch from the wall and lit the oil on the ground. The flames caught easily, traveling the circle and lighting up the arcane symbols within it. He closed his eyes and spoke the words, the ones he swore he’d never speak.

A figure began to coalesce with the fire. It slowly rose up and stood tall on hard black hooves, taller than any human, and unfolded a massive pair of leathery wings. There was no mistaking what it was. He had deep red skin the color of blood. Heavy black horns, so shiny they might have been polished, spread out from the sides of his head. He wore only a loincloth of black leather, leaving his wide chest bare. Everything about him radiated terrible power and raw sexuality. When the demon saw where he was, and who had summoned him, he grinned, exposing a mouthful of sharp teeth.

“Grandfather,” Fenyn greeted him. He remained down on one knee, supplicant but not terribly happy about it.

“So,” the demon answered, each word slowly rumbling through the smoke-filled air, “You need me after all. What is it this time, child?”

Fenyn hesitated. There would be no turning back once he said what he had to say. “I demand my birthright.”

The demon’s eyes flashed with a mix of pleasure and triumph. He threw his head back and laughed, letting the rich and terrible sound shake the very walls of the temple. “After all this time! And you swore you would never need it. You understand the price, little one? I will be free from our bargain.” He pointed at him with one long, black-taloned finger. “And you will owe me your service when I require it.”

Fenyn closed his eyes, more in embarrassment over his grandfather’s theatrics than for any other reason. “I understand and agree to your price. I need this. Quickly.”

The demon leaned forward, dipping his face through the flames to study Fenyn more closely. “What changed your mind?”

Fenyn mumbled his answer.

“What was that?” his grandfather pressed.

“Princess Iria needs me,” he repeated, more clearly this time. “I do this for her.”

The demon laughed again and grinned even wider, if that were possible. “True love,” he mocked. “Good. Then it is time.” Baelauroch seemed suspiciously pleased with the whole idea. Fenyn’s mind raced, wondering what detail he’d missed. His grandfather turned to face the great statue that towered above them. “I hope you are watching, Amrukat. Watch and despair.”

The great demon turned back around and held out his hand for his grandson to take. “Step into the flame.”

* * *

Two temple workers saw to Iria’s bath in an underground pool. The cavern appeared natural, as though the temple had been built over it. No lanterns illuminated the space, but a gentle glow came from beneath the surface of the water.

The women worked in silence. Iria tried to ask them questions, about the ritual or about themselves, but their only responses were gentle smiles. They touched every part of her, using scented pastes to massage her skin and rub it clean. After a time, she felt she understood the need for silence. Their hands moved so slowly, using only the gentlest of touches. This was about making her body feel safe. Cared for. Purified. Soon, they led her from the water, each one taking a hand to lead her up the steps. They used soft drying cloths on her body and gently combed the water from her hair. They rubbed a different sort of oil into her skin, one that left every inch of her feeling supple and smooth.

The priest and his helper arrived too soon for Iria’s liking. She’d been enjoying herself and almost forgotten how short on time she was. They led her, in silence, back upstairs and to the great altar in the shadow of Amrukat, now surrounded by fires in copper braziers. The room smelled of wood smoke and burning herbs.

Iria took the last few steps to the top of the altar. Her stomach flipped. She hadn’t been nervous before, not even when forced to parade naked through the temple, but now, staring at the chains that would soon bind her, she shivered. With great determination, she laid herself out on the great stone slab and stretched her arms overhead.

The priest gave her a tender look and whispered, “Do you take part in this willingly?”

Iria answered him with a shallow nod, still shivering a little, partly with the cold. Her nipples tightened to hard points, though she had to admit not all of it was because of the cold. Iria rubbed her thighs together, unsure what to think of the warmth that bloomed from where her thighs joined.

“I must hear the words, Your Highness.”

She closed her eyes and let out a steadying breath. “I am willing.” She felt the cold iron shackles being locked in place around her wrists. Now she couldn’t flee even if she wanted to. She had never felt more bare, more vulnerable, more virginal than she did right now.

The priest’s attendant passed him a small bowl. The elder accepted it, then dipped one finger in the contents. Blood. Iria flinched, trying not to wonder about the source, as he brought his fingertip to her chest and painted something there. She thought it resembled the closed Eye of the Goddess.

He then withdrew, returning to the floor. “Summon the prince.”

“No need,” his assistant whispered, indicating something with a nod of her head. The two of them backed up until they were out of Iria’s line of sight.

Footsteps approached, but unlike any footsteps Iria had ever heard. Slow, determined, unfathomably heavy, she swore she could feel the vibration through the stone beneath her.

A massive demon strode into the chamber. It was larger than most human men, both in height and in the breadth of his bare chest. Powerful muscles flexed sensually beneath beneath the demon’s blood red skin. Twin horns, blacker than a moonless sky, curled away from his head into sharp points. A pair of magnificent, batlike wings stretched and folded behind him. Iria could just make out the demon’s tail that swished impatiently behind him, but her vision was inexorably drawn to what hung between the demon’s legs. His massive cock swung back and forth, long and thick and heavy, as he approached the altar with powerful strides. The demon’s gaze, burning with lust, remained locked on Iria.

Iria shivered again, this time with fear and anticipation. Fen had warned her that he might look different after “claiming his birthright”, whatever that meant, but this… this was beyond shocking. Was it even her beloved? Her friend? What if he no longer remembered who he was?

The demon ascended the altar steps, then lowered his face to hers. She searched his eyes, surprised to find that same dark brown she had always known. “Fen?” she whispered, her voice tremulous.

“It is me, my love,” he replied with a flash of teeth. His voice, now deep and rumbling, caused a pleasurable tremble to run all the way through to her core.

Now that she could see him up close, she noticed that the angles of his face were sharper, more pronounced, but there was still something of Fen in there. And yet, it was Fen at his most carnal. The smoldering intent in his eyes was clear. Now, faced with this demonic power and the masculine threat he presented, her instincts fought back. Startled awareness clawed at her, of  being entirely nude and chained for his pleasure, unable to flee or stop him from using her body as he wished. Her hands flexed, instinctively testing the limits of her bonds.

He trailed his taloned fingertips lightly down her cheek in a tender gesture. They curled around her throat and held there, then drifted down to her ample breasts. He squeezed and tested them in his large hands, as though feeling their weight for the first time. He flicked out his tongue to circle a nipple. It stretched out, impossibly long and pointed, curled around her nipple like a snake, and tugged. He reached across and toyed with the other nipple as he licked the other, making her arch her back and whimper with pleasure. She gasped in surprise, not just at the sensations, but at the blazing heat that came from his body. His tongue felt searingly hot, as though it would brand her sensitive skin. She craved that burn and didn’t want it to stop, but didn’t know how long she could withstand it.

He dragged his tongue lower. It flicked between her breasts, then down her stomach and over a hip. Wherever his tongue touched, it left behind a sizzling trail of desire on her skin. He moved around to kneel at her feet, then used his powerful hands to force her thighs apart. Iria watched him uncertainly and her hips squirmed with need.

Fen’s gaze locked with hers and flashed with amusement. Keeping his eyes on her, he licked the inside of one thigh, then teased her bare cunt with just the tip of his tongue. It teased up and down her sensitive skin and rolled around her clit. Iria whined, unable to stop herself from thrashing with agonizing need. He began to slide his tongue into her quivering cunt and  slowly pumped it in and out, randomly withdrawing it and sliding it back in. Iria threw her head back and cried out, desperate for the teasing to end. Finally, he plunged it all the way in, bringing his hot mouth down to completely cover her. His demon tongue, scorching as molten wax, fucked her with abandon. She wished she could reach down and grab him, unsure if she wanted to push his head away or grip his hair as she rode his tongue.

That tongue rolled around inside her, exploring her depths. The pointed tip rubbed against a tender spot inside while the thicker part rubbed her clit. She lifted her hips from the altar and threw her head back in a loud groan. This was too much. Just when her body began to thrum with the telltale beginnings of ecstasy, he suddenly pulled out, leaving her panting and bereft.

“No, don’t stop,” she pleaded, breathless.

Fen’s eyes met hers. He smirked. He put his weight on his massive arms, then pulled himself up the length of her body and slanted his full mouth across hers. She could taste herself on his lips. His tongue toyed briefly with her own, slipping in and out, spiraling around hers, tugging and teasing.

He then withdrew and whispered in her ear, “You are mine.” With his heavily lidded eyes gazing down on her, he took his cock in hand.

Iria looked down and gasped, in anticipation and awe. It was fully erect now, and much larger than it was before his transformation. That girth was bound to leave her sore. Fen pressed the unusually angled crown of his member to her entrance, already slick with want. He stroked it up and down, slow and teasing. With his eyes closed and his movements deliberate, he appeared almost reverent, as though his body worshipped hers. His body may be profane, but the act was sacred. He pressed himself in partway, carefully stretching her over his hard cock, and then withdrew until he was almost out. He performed the movement again, sliding in a little further this time. Iria made pleased little whimpers, inviting the tiny amount of pain and combining it with her pleasure. She adjusted her hips every time he moved, angling herself to help him in deeper.

Her lust-drugged gaze watched his face, surreal and yet familiar. He finally opened his eyes and watched her, his own eyes shaded by a haze of desire. Finally, he was all the way in. Fen stretched his head and shoulders back and let out a deep, pleasurable groan. His cock twitched inside her. Iria wished her hands were free to grasp his shoulders, or to feel the muscles on his back where his wings connected. She made do instead with wrapping her legs around his hips, the better to keep that magnificent cock deep inside her.

“Fuck me,” she whispered. “Please.”

Fenyn didn’t require any encouragement. He took a few deep strokes before he found a rhythm. His hips pumped and he let out a low growl, one that Iria felt rumbling through his stomach and chest. For a moment, she wished she could see him from the other side, witness the strong muscles in his buttocks flexing as he pressed into her.

* * *

Fenyn groaned and lowered his head, then thrust his tongue into Iria’s throat. She moaned around it, even as he used it like another cock, fucking her throat with its full length. He was glad of his new, temporary form, even though the transformation had been painful. His new body felt incredible. It felt more, smelled more, burned more brightly. It vibrated with life and the need to fuck. He knew it would be no feat to last all night, if he chose. The old Fen could not have lasted this long with Iria, not with her naked and chained and writhing beneath him. He noticed new sensations in the pressure of her thighs, the way her wet inner muscles sheathed his cock, the sound of her cries as her breasts bounced with each thrust.

He’d never felt this powerful before, but he also felt humble. Devoted. He wanted to pleasure her. Worship her. Serve her. He briefly pictured himself as her pet demon, collar and chain around his neck. The mental image made him smile inwardly.

Fen withdrew his tongue from her mouth and threw his head back. He felt her muscles beginning to tense around him and her stomach tighten. He suddenly shifted their position, firmly grabbed her hips in a way that was sure to leave bruises, and began to fuck her with abandon. His strokes came hard and fast. Iria let out an open-throated yell, an inarticulate sound that made it clear that she was close to release. Fen began to let go too, allowing himself to dive fully into his own pleasure.

He gripped the altar, causing it to crumble where his fingers landed. He lost all control. She would be sore after getting pounded like this, but all he cared about right now was filling her full of his cum. He gritted his teeth and let out his own yell of pleasure and frustration. God, she felt good. He wanted to spill already, but she wasn’t quite there. Almost… almost…

In the background, he became dimly aware of a loud, insistent thudding sound and voices yelling. Whatever. Nothing was as important as fucking her right now. Iria flexed her whole back, so that the top of her head touched the altar, and he felt the first clenches of what was certainly a spectacular orgasm. Fen let himself come, emptying his hot seed inside her. He heard a great sound, one that echoed through the entire chamber, and realized it came from his own throat as he bellowed in release and triumph.

Sated, he lowered Iria gently to the altar and eased himself out of her. Cum dripped from her cunt and spilled over the slab. He pressed his forehead to hers as she panted. They both grinned at one another and shared a breathy laugh. Their brief moment of peace was interrupted by a great cracking sound, as though lightning struck only a few feet away. Fen instinctively shielded Iria with his body and great wings and looked up.

The statue of Amrukat now had a giant crack down the center from head to toe. Half the head slid off to the side and tumbled to the floor. Someone screamed and several more voices yelled in alarm.

Fen didn’t wait for the key — he snapped Iria’s shackles with his bare hands and pulled her close. She smiled drowsily and wrapped her arms around his neck. “That was…”

“I know,” he answered with a low chuckle.

A man’s angry voice interrupted their interlude. “What. Is. This?”

Fen looked down at the floor of the chamber. Apparently they’d gained an audience while they’d been madly fucking. The main temple doors were off their hinges. Lord Valleg, his ogre enforcer Urgin, and twenty or so armored guards stood watching, most of them with mouths agape. Some grinned to themselves, others averted their eyes. Valleg, however, was furious. The thin, silver-haired man in a noble’s black robes had the air of an unpopular schoolteacher. Iria placed a hand on Fen’s chest, silently asking him to move, so he pulled back to reveal her in all her naked, sweaty, cum-drenched glory.

She stretched her arms languidly and crossed her legs over the side of the altar, looking like a contented cat. She smiled down at the fuming noble. “You’re too late, Valleg.”

“No,” Valleg retorted. His nostrils flared. “No, this is not possible. It cannot be valid. You there! Priest! Prepare the incense! Mix the balms!”

The priest shrugged helplessly and gestured to the pair on the altar, as if to  ask how make them unfuck each other.

Valleg’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. Fen glanced at Iria and shared her amused smile.

“And since the ritual is done, I am now Queen, am I not?” She arched an eyebrow, knowing that if Valleg wished to contradict her, he would have to admit that her parents were still alive. She lifted her chin, somehow managing to make herself regal even in her current state, and directed her next comment to the guards who now rightly belonged to her. “I recognize some of you. If you wish to keep your heads, you will obey me now. Bind Lord Valleg and see that he doesn’t cause trouble. He will need to be interrogated.”

“Oh, let me. Please,” Fen growled.

The men surrounding Valleg looked nervously amongst themselves, then quickly turned on their former regent. They grabbed him by the arms and began to tie his hands behind his back over his loud objections. Urgin grunted in defiance and made a move, but Fenyn swooped down off the altar and landed directly in front of him. Fen let out one deafening scream of rage, and the ogre bolted, only making it a few feet before others piled on him.

* * *

Later, once everyone unpleasant had been dealt with, Fenyn sat at Iria’s feet on the altar steps. She had cleaned herself up and was now comfortably covered in a soft, thick robe and sipping a cup of hot tea. Fen, enjoying his new form rather too much and feeling like a bit of a showoff, remained as nude as he had first appeared.

Iria studied the broken statue behind her, frowning at the remains. “When I do become Queen, the first thing I’m doing is commissioning new statues of the Goddess. I don’t even know why this one’s here.”

Fen frowned at the broken statue, then glanced up. “I think you should rebuild this entire place. This seems more like a prison than a sanctuary.”

“Mmm,” she said in agreement. “And she needs feast days. It’s the least I can do to honor her. She did answer my prayers, after all.” After this, she was silent for a time, but kept glancing at Fen over the rim of her cup.

“What is it, my love?” He used one finger to stroke behind her knee.

“Will you be like this… forever?”

Fen shook his head. “The transformation only lasts until dawn, but I will change again every so often. It’s based on celestial movements I don’t quite understand yet. I also made certain promises to my grandfather that will have to be fulfilled, but I have a long time before I have to worry about that.”

Iria breathed out a sigh of relief. “Oh good. This new body of yours definitely has… advantages… but if you were like this all the time, I think the pleasure would kill me.” She nudged him with her knee. “And I would miss my Fen.”

Her Fen. He broke into a grin.

* * *

The following day, the priest and his assistant stood at the temple doors and watched as the entire company departed. Iria rode at the front, with Fen at her side, back to his normal self. The two prisoners were well-secured with ropes and forced to walk somewhere in the middle.

The small woman asked the priest, “Why didn’t you tell them?”

“Tell them what?” the priest asked. “There is not much we know for certain. So much of the Goddess’s story has been lost.”

“But he said his grandfather was Baelauroch—”

“I admit, it’s very close to the name of the Goddess’s lover. And the crack in the statue. That was… unexpected.”

The young woman shook her head. “I don’t even think they noticed the golden light.”

The priest sighed. “Great forces are at work here. Fate itself. We are mere servants. I think it’s best we don’t meddle in the affairs of gods. Whatever happens next is up to them.”


"Statues And Suitors" by Dragon Cobolt

Water splashed over Asurya’s face, snapping her awake in as undignified a manner as possible. She coughed, spluttered, flailed for her weapon, and ended up on the floor of her room, tangled in soaked silken bedding, her golden brown skin glistening, and her curved dagger in her hand. She glared at the pair of brightly painted feet that was all she could see of the maniac who had woken her.

“Next time,” she growled. “I will stab you, Arela.”

Her bodyguard laughed quietly. “That’ll require you to wake up a tad earlier, Princess. Come on. The sun will kindle soon and you want to be practicing before then.”

Asurya rolled onto her back.

Arela took great delight in being everything that a proper Hellenic woman wasn’t. She hailed from the many islands of the Platonic Sea that had been claimed by the Tuatha when their ancestors and their gods had been banished to Purgatory, thousands of years before. They took raiding and combat to new forms of art, and consequently seemed to revel in the shortness of their lives. Every day, Arela came to Asurya’s chambers with a new array of body paints and a new style of clothing.

How she afforded both on the salary of a bodyguard, even the bodyguard of a princess, was utterly beyond Asurya.

Today, Arela had painted her arms in a swirling, interlocking pattern of blues and greens. A pair of red rectangles had been daubed underneath her cheeks, while her hair had been dyed a florid green and tied backwards in a series of long dreadlocks. She wore a simple breast band and a short kilt, showing off the fine tracery of scars across her belly, her forearms, her shoulders. When Asurya had been younger, she had asked Arela why she hadn’t had a healer wipe the scars away.

Oh I did, Arela had said. These are the scars they couldn’t.

Dressing took a few moments. In a wealthier city, with a richer father, Asurya might have had maid servants or ladies in waiting or slaves who could do this job for her. But…

She shook her head, not wanting to think on her father’s finances, or what it meant for her future.

“Come on.”

Arela started down the corridor as Asurya finished settling her shift on. Other than the fact it was silk rather than woven flax, and the tiny embroidery along the edges of the shoulders, the shift was rather plain for someone whose ancestry could be traced directly back to distant and mostly forgotten Earth. Asurya brushed her hand along one shoulder, her mind running back through the series of connections that led from here to the land of Indus and the Hind. Though she spoke Greek and Latin more than the tongue of her people, she knew a few fragmentary sentences of the language that her tutors referred to as Prakrit.

Scholars theorized it was a tongue that her ancestors had used to worship the gods of the Indus, hence why so little had remained.

The gods of the Indus weren’t real, not like all the other gods.

Arela tossed a single copper coin into the cup set before the shrine of Zeus, the patron god of the city. Zeus preferred live sacrifices, but monetary compensation was a lot less bloody.

“I get to choose where we practice, yes?” Asurya asked.

Arela sucked on her lower lip. The palace was technically the safest place for a princess. But both she and Asurya knew that there were no real threats to Asurya’s safety. Her father was too in debt, too desperate to marry her off, and too well situated for anyone to want to see her blood spilled. Which, Asurya supposed, did give an extra texture to her miserable situation. She wasn’t being married off for just any reason, oh no.

She was being married off because of a mountain pass.

When her people had been banished from Earth, they had arrived in a vast jungle and immediately tried to find refuge from the harsh environment and strange, deadly creatures that dwelled in Purgatory. The legends – no written records of those deadly days survived – said that their biggest threat had been the lizardmen tribes who had lived in the jungles too.

Heroes and great leaders had arisen – the Kulkarni family being the most lionized. They had smashed a lizardman army and claimed a fertile patch of ground nestled between a pair of mountain ranges. There, they had built this glorious city and been named kings and queens. But as the centuries wore on and the Hellenic League and Tuatha and Aesir grew more and more powerful, buoyed by the fact their gods arrived with them on Purgatory, the Kulkarni had been forced to choose to worship new gods, and show fealty to distant rulers.

But the greatest change, the one that had made father so painfully desperate, had been neither god nor heroic warrior nor great shift between worlds. It had been something far more prosaic and infuriating and unstoppable.

It was a piece of cloth.

Roughly triangular, mounted on a spar of wood, and hung above a boat, this piece of cloth – called a Poseidon Sail – had been used on Earth, but being exiled from one's world and forced to rebuild society had many downsides. The concept had been lost for centuries before it was rediscovered. Now, ships could easily dart across the vast Platonic Sea that connected every major power in Purgatory, rather than creep overland or along the coasts. A city situated at a mountain pass could not simply make immense amounts of money by taxing caravans traveling through.

Arela’s voice scattered Asurya’s mental glowering at sails and trade routes: “Fine. But if you’re just trying to run away again-”

Asurya smiled. “I wasn’t trying to run away. I was just going for a nice hike. And you were escorting me.”

Arela snorted. “Your father would have been cross if I hadn’t noticed the hike had gotten us almost to the coast.”

Asurya shook her head. She looked out at the city, her mind ranging. Where to practice? Then an idea sparked.

“I know just where to go.”

* * *

Brax had once tried to mark the passing of the time with a steady counting of seconds, but he had lost count around the third hour. So, instead, he marked the kindling and winking of the sun. Being blind did not actually impede him in this goal – he could still hear the noises of the jungle around him and the sound of animals being startled out of their sleep by the sudden return of light, or shocked into stillness by the sudden absence of light, was quite distinctive. He supposed that if he couldn’t, he would have gone mad much sooner.

But after two and a half months, he was fairly certain he was mad.

He could hear his own commander – gruff and tough and everything one would expect from a mercenary – in his ear.

“We’ll take them, easy as a kindling. March through the jungle, hit the city hard. Ladders on the walls, then we get in. These people aren’t even Hellenes, not really, so they don’t have fucking balls. We sack the place. You’ve never sacked a town, have you, Braxie?”

Brax could respond to the voice.

But his commander was dead.

They were all dead.

And he was mad.

“Nothing like a sack, Braxie. You can pick the prettiest girls and just – mmm!”

Brax wished he could shut the fucker up. His commander had been an idiot and a rapist and a fool. But Brax, being a callow youth, fresh from the deep jungles and speaking only a few words of Latin, had never been able to speak back to him. The mercenary band he had joined for want of gold and options had been remarkably egalitarian compared to the rest of Purgatory. Being a lizard made most people understandably nervous, considering the long history of wars and violence between first lizardfolk and the other races of Purgatory and then humanity as well.

But the commander had just felt his muscles, tested a dagger against his scales, then nodded happily.

The first few battles had been enough for Brax to know that he had to stay in the company, just to wrest it away from the commander. He fought pitched battles he didn’t need to, spending his men’s lives as easily as gold, all to satisfy some obscure whims. He forced soldiers to abandon skills that they already knew to equip them ‘properly’ with heavy bronze shields and absurdly long pikes. No matter the situation, no matter the terrain, he always formed into a line and charged. That seemed to be all he knew.

Other than stealing shit from villagers and committing mild atrocities.

Brax had learnt from the other mercenaries - languages including Greek (which he was good at) and Latin (which was a struggle), martial skills and cunning - and developed a plan: he would earn valor and bravery in battle, make more friends among the unit, and then kill the commander. Then...

“I noticed you plotting, you scaly son of a bitch,” the commander’s voice had become a soft hiss.

Brax snorted. “Now I know I’m mad,” he said, speaking deep from his throat while using his jaw as little as possible. He had tried moving every part of his body and the only thing that had answered was his tongue and the deep part of his throat, where a good chunk of his voice came from.

The commander didn’t respond.

Because he was dead.

The whole unit had marched into a trap.

But Brax didn’t want to think of that. He didn’t want to think of the molten gold, pouring from a rift in the sky onto his friends and comrades and bitterest of rivals. He didn’t want to remember the screams – or the sensation of seeing the gold rushing towards him and knowing he would be burnt and scalded and die. But the dying had never come. Instead, the gold had hardened around him, trapping him in this position.

Unmoving.

A statue.

His madness shifted, then. He heard voices that had had never heard before – faint and indistinct. Brax groaned in his throat, the sound muffled by the gold sealed around his mouth. He didn’t want to have to deal with new voices.

“Who makes a statue in such a foolish pose?”

The voice was musical and beautiful – feminine and cultured, speaking Latin with a strange lilt that Brax couldn’t place. A loud laugh came from further away, also female. But she sounded rougher around the edges, and she spoke with a lilt that Brax could place. A Tuatha. There had been some Tuatha among the mercenary company, but Brax had never gotten to know many of them well.

“Ah, right, this was before your time,” the rougher woman said. “Your grandfather saw these fuckers off by appealing to Zeus.”

The sounds of footsteps came closer and Brax’s heart skipped a beat.

Grandfather.

His count may have been off...

The fact that that was the first, most terrifying thought that sprang into his mind almost sent him into hysterical laughter.

Then Brax felt a hand touch his chest.

“A strange beast,” the musical voice murmured. “And no clothes?”

“The Curse of Midas struck the army, or so I heard,” the rough woman said. “The jungle’s only just grown back in this area. Look, there. You can see some other statues.”

“We just left them here?” That palm touching his chest was setting off fireworks of pleasure and sensation through Brax. It had been so long since he had been touched, his scales felt super-sensitized. He could tell that she was some kind of wealthy individual, her fingertips had no callouses. They were nothing but smooth skin, caressing and feeling the edges of his scales. Brax felt his body reacting, as only a teenagers could. His member surged and he made a muffled grunt as the gold refused to budge. That…

That was distinctly uncomfortable.

“The gold is Zeus’,” the Tuatha said. “To take it would be sacrilege.”

“And selling me off like a brood mare isn’t?” the beauty asked. Her voice was filled with contempt.

“It’s the way of princes and kings, Asurya,” the Tuatha said, her voice almost covering the rasp of a blade coming from a scabbard. Brax’s heart raced. Was this some kind of assassination attempt?

Asurya laughed, her voice a mixture of bitter and amused as she said: “How do you think my suitors will react, knowing I can do this?” Another blade rasped. Metal clacked together. Shifting feet. Rustling sounds as blades were swung. Brax wished he could blink in surprise. He hadn’t heard that cadence in... well, decades, apparently. The sound of feet shuffling in the grass, vines being knocked aside, swords clashing.

It was the sound of a duel.

They were clearly mostly doing this for fun. In a real fight, blades didn’t meet nearly as often. But he didn’t hear any ragged breath or panting or even gasping, nothing that indicated that Asurya was some kind of spoiled brat.

The footsteps drew closer.

There was a quiet gasp.

“Princess?” The Tuatha sounded curious and drew closer.

Then he heard Asurya’s voice – a beautiful voice, a voice he could listen to again and again. She sounded flustered. “Uh, I was, um, just feeling sympathy. He looks in such pain”

“That’s a common posture for soldiers about to die,” the Tuatha said, sighing.

Asurya’s voice was quiet and sad. “That’s what the poets skip, huh? The people who are scared and afraid and just about to die. They go into the background. That’s true even in the Iliad. People die, but they’re always heroes, dying big heroic deaths. Not this.”

And then it happened again.

A palm pressed gloriously to his scaled chest. He could feel those fingertips, that softness caressing him. He shivered all over, but the movement that he wanted to feel the most didn’t come. He wracked his brain with what to say – and realized he didn’t know if he even could say anything.

“Come on, let's go home. I tire of sport,” Asurya said.

“As you wish, m’lady.”

Brax knew that the other folk of Purgatory – the elves, the humans, the lilin, the goblins – all had lips. Lizardfolk had mouth-parts as well, but they didn’t have the same flexibility or range of motion as lips did. And yet, he was still able to form the sounds of Greek and Latin and snatches of Coptic and Norse. It had to be more than just his lips and his jaw. And so, working his throat, he managed to actually make a nose. The thin croak was barely worth calling a sound, let alone a word.

“Don’t...go...” he wheezed.

He heard Asurya’s light footsteps pause.

“Princess?” the Tuatha again.

“Sorry, be right there.”

Her feet pattered away and Brax felt his heart breaking.

* * *

Asurya lounged as her tutor on philosophy droned about the nature of Platonic ideals and tried to not think about how many hours she had until her lessons in deportment and manners. Each time her mind drifted to the slow dribbling forward of hours – each one bisected into minutes and each minute split further into seconds – she realized just how much time she had to listen to this boring, boring man.

“And so,” her tutor said, holding up a piece of chalk before the chalkboard that had been propped up in the small amphitheater that served as the palace’s private theater. “If it is true that each object has a corresponding higher ideal, then it means that greater understanding of the physical world can be acquired by reflecting on these idealized forms. This thinking is not merely useful for the visualizations of geometric objects. It is also vitally useful for understanding modes of governance and thought. There are entities that can be clearly visualized in the mind, and yet have no corresponding real piece of the world to which they relate. Furthermore-”

I wonder what an idealized man might be, Asurya thought.

The first thing that her mind brought up was one rather like that statue she had seen while dueling with Arela. Cowering, arms raised upwards to ward off a blow. She grinned slowly. She could see some advantages to a man like this: they were clearly already aware of their proper place in any household she was a part of, yes? And they were silent! And gold, so if she got bored of them, she could sell them off. Asurya bit her lip to stop herself from giggling at the absurdity of it.

Then her mind darted to a different viewpoint.

Looking past the gold and the posture, the man had been…

Exotic.

What had Arela called him?

A lizardfolk?

They were a handsome race, she had to admit. Their face was the most exotic part – a muzzle sweeping back into a set of feather-like ridges that emerged from his scalp, forming a kind of hair. His back was covered with more such feathers and spines, giving him a riff that went down to the base of his immobile tail. And that tail – long, flexible. She could imagine it whipping about before he had been immobilized in gold.

And…

Well…

No sense being crass. You are a princess, she thought. But holy fucking gods, that monster of a cock. She felt her mouth almost start to water as she shifted on her seat, her eyes unfocused. Her tutor blurred into a smear of color and light and meaningless babble as her mind roved back over the time she had first truly examined the statue. She had needed to cover up her shock when she glimpsed his cock with that quick lie about feeling sympathy. That had been the last thing on her mind.

Goddamn. He had been - even soft and cast in gold - thick and long enough to get her tingling. And those balls of his? Firm and round and hairless, she could imagine cupping and squeezing them. Though imagine was all Asurya could do. Being a princess had kept her from doing any more than, forcing her to just fantasise about what the cute stableboys would be like.

But now she could imagine what that lizardman would be like.

Then her brow furrowed.

There had been something else pressing at the back of her mind. Was it the fact he had been a living, breathing mercenary decades ago, who had come to sack her city? No. She shook her head slightly. It wasn’t that. Though, well, that was a bit creepy now that she thought about it for more than a few seconds. There had been something else that made her look back at him.

At that cock. At that lean, muscular body.

But what?

“Ahem.”

Asurya blinked.

Her tutor frowned at her.

“Does the concept of a platonic object excite the young miss that much?”

Asurya blinked again.

She looked down and jerked her hand away from her lap. She covered her breast with one arm, her cheeks incandescent. The tutor narrowed his eyes, pursed his lips, and went back to teaching. If he hadn’t been so oddly focused on philosophy and mathematics, she was sure he’d be blabbing all about this to her father. Now what her father would make of that, she didn’t know. And honestly?

Asurya would rather not know.

After thinking of the lizardman during philosophy class, Asruya found her mind drifting to him during deportment. He cluttered up her mind during history. He pushed into her consideration while being taught the basics of alchemy – her father had a single old alchemist on his staff, and he promised every year to produce steel. Every year he failed. But since he could teach Asurya the differences between hemlock and almonds, father kept him around.

Normally, Asurya was fascinated to learn the mysteries of alchemy.

But today, she kept thinking of that statue. She had felt everything from lust to sorrow, but as she tried to listen to Master Indrajit excitedly explain the differences between crystals found in different parts of Purgatory, she felt nothing but confusion. She could understand thinking lustfully of a handsome man. She could understand thinking sorrowfully of the tragic loss of life.

But she couldn’t figure out why her mind kept going back to this lonely lizardman.

Then…

It clicked.

If she was as free as a commoner, she’d have immediately sprang to her feet and hurried from the city to investigate her speculation. But as a princess, she had to endure more of the alchemy and the planned dinner with her father. She gritted her teeth and tried to be patient.

“A son of Zeus is going to be arriving within the week,” father said, his voice soft as he picked up a goblet of wine. He sipped from the cup, made a face, then set the cup down. He gestured a servant forward and the woman gently poured some water into the wine. As the liquids mixed, Asurya tapped her plate with a small bronze fork, the faint clack of metal on wood filling the air.

“A demigod?”

“He’s apparently not inherited much of his father’s talents,” father said. “A good equestrian and brave enough, but no divine powers.”

“Ah.” Asurya speared some lamb with her fork. “Goodie.”

“I know this is not what you may wish, my daughter,” father said, his voice a deep rumble.

“No, father, I understand,” Asurya said, looking up at him. “Our city needs a marriage. I will do my best to...” She sighed. “To love him.”

Her father closed his eyes, then stood. He walked around the table, then laid his hand on her shoulder. “Have I ever said how proud I am to have you as a daughter, Asurya?”

Asurya smiled ever so slightly. Her father was so worn down with cares and concerns, it sometimes felt that he had no time for anything but figures and meetings. Feeling the weight of his palm on her shoulder made her whole body buzz, then settle, as if she were a bell. She closed her eyes and leaned into that grip.

Her father patted her again.

“You could stand to say it more often,” she said, grinning.

* * *

In the same way a tiny taste of food could make one more hungry, or a tiny flash of light make the darkness seem all the more absolute, the isolation after Asurya’s visit left Brax feeling as alone as he had when he first woke. But he didn’t scream or rave or rant. He simply kept himself still and worked on his enunciation. His throat ached, but he found that he was now able to actually speak whole sentences. The only problem was he had no idea if anyone could hear him beyond the closeness of the gold surrounding him.

He heard his voice through his head, buzzing into his ears.

But that was him.

Could Asurya hear him?

“Hah!” he laughed. “Here I am, wondering if she can hear me, when I don’t even know if she’s going to come back.”

He lapsed into silence.

His throat ached. He felt the ache fade.

I wonder if the curse is what is doing this. Will I ever need to drink or eat again? As he pondered that thought, his ears tightened and he could hear the faint crunching sounds of an animal approaching. Wait. No. No! His heart raced and he breathed in. Those were human footsteps. Or at least, something walking on two legs. Brax, once more, found himself without anything to say as the footsteps came closer and closer.

He swore he could hear the same cadence of breath that he remembered from Asurya. Absurd, to think he could recognize a woman he had never seen by breath alone.

“Did you say something?” Asurya whispered.

Brax’s heart leaped into his throat.

He shuddered.

He forced himself to be calm. Be calm, Brax. Be. Calm.

“Yes,” he said.

* * *

Asurya had expected this.

That didn’t stop her from leaping backwards and screaming as loudly as she could. Her back slammed into a tree and she tripped over her own feet, almost smashing her head against the ground as she tripped to the side.

The statue perfectly still. Part of her expected it to spring upon her and…

What?

She wasn’t sure, but her hind brain assured her that it would be utterly horrible.

“How do I look?” the statue asked, his voice muffled by the plating of gold that surrounded his muzzle.

He speaks Greek, Asurya thought in surprise.

“That bad,” the voice said, misinterpreting her silence.

Asurya stood, her palms brushing along the back of her silk dress, knocking away leaves and bits of mud. In the silvery light of a doused sun, the statue looked luminously beautiful. The gold hadn’t burned or scorched. It had merely sunken into the fine lines between his scales like a paint job, hardening and solidifying. But there were no burns. No scars. No protruding bones.

“No. No, not bad,” she said quickly. “What is your name, oh statue?”

“Brax,” he said. “Yours is Asurya.”

Asurya didn't know what to say. The situation was so entirely unexpected.

“Did that tail make chairs hard to handle?” she asked, wanting to keep their conversation light. Part of her wondered what she would do with this strange statue. Convince her father to take him inside? She frowned ever so slightly, her mind ticking through the possibilities.

“Yes,” he admitted. “Most chairs made for humans and elves are tough. Stools are fine.”

Asurya paused in her circling. 

“Do you know how you came to...” She paused, groping for a word.

“Survive?”

“Yes,” Asurya said, her voice quieter.

“No,” Brax said. He sounded like someone who had thought a great deal about this very question. Thought about it and set it aside, for he continued: “And I don’t really care. All that matters, at the moment, is that I am here. And more, what matters is I don’t know if any of the others are like... me.”

Asurya gasped. She hadn’t even thought of that.

“One moment!” she said, backing away.

“Wait!”

The desperation in Brax’s voice stopped Asurya’s feet and heart at the same time. She turned back towards him, her hands going to her chest. He had sounded so...

Lonely.

Of course, he had been alone for so long, trapped in that statue, with nothing but wild animals and plants to keep him company. She walked closer and – though she knew that he could never feel it – placed her hand on his shoulder. She squeezed gently.

“I won’t go,” she said.

“No, sorry,” Brax said, his voice ragged. “I understand what you were going to do. I just-” He stopped himself, then sighed. “No. You should go and check the other statues. If another is like me, then they need company. I can survive some time without your beauty.”

Asurya felt her cheeks darken. Her heart raced. Her eyes dipped to that thick exemplar of a cock, as exposed and free for her to see as one of those classic statues done in the ancient ‘heroic nude’ style.  She bit her lip.

“How do you know I’m beautiful? I may have buck teeth and mismatched boobs,” she said, quietly.

“I can hear your voice,” Brax said. “And I can imagine the most beautiful princess in all of Purgatory.”

Asurya’s cheeks darkened further. She had been told by several people that she was quite lovely. But the idea of having to stand up to the... the platonic ideal that this man was building in his head was more than a bit daunting. She shook her head.

“I’ll sing,” she said, “So you can hear me when I check the other statues. Then you'll know that I’m not abandoning you.”

“Lovely and intelligent,” Brax said, his chuckle coming from near his chest. “I seem to have lucked out.”

Asurya, feeling as if she might faint, turned and scampered towards the nearest statue. She was almost ten feet away before she remembered to start singing. She started off with scales, working her way along the patterns of notes her teacher had told her was the basis of all songs. But soon she was at other statues, shaking and prodding them to try and arouse some reaction beyond silence, and she was rapidly running out of scales.

By the time she was at the fifth statue, she started singing Homeric verse. She got part way through the first verse of the Iliad that she remembered before her voice choked in her throat. She coughed. Singing about Trojans and Greeks fighting? Cities being sacked? Women being sacrificed for their power hungry fathers? That was exactly what Brax needed to hear.

She heard his voice, faint from the distance and muffled by his condition.

“Asurya? Are you still there?”

“Yes!” she called back. “Just, ah, running out of songs.”

Brax’s response was lost by the distance and the intervening trees. But Asurya started to sing the Iliad again. She was sure the actual meaning of the words were lost. But that didn’t matter.

When she returned, her throat sore and her palms glittering with gold dust, Brax spoke up again.

“You have an astounding voice, Asurya. You’d make, ah, quite a sergeant.”

Asurya blinked and brushed her hands along her hips, letting the gold dust drift to the ground.

“Should I be insulted?” she asked.

“Oh, no. A good sergeant is worth their weight in gold. More, considering you can’t eat gold.”

“You can eat a sergeant?” Asurya asked, smiling slightly.

“If needs be,” Brax said, his voice faux serious.

Asurya bit her lip.

“I’m sorry, Brax.”

Brax sighed.

“I didn’t have much reason to hope. I don’t even know why I am the way I am,” he said. “But it is so lonely.”

“Well,” Asurya said, an idea dawning in her mind. She beamed. “I happen to know how you will never be lonely again.”

Brax laughed.

“You had my curiosity before, Princess Asurya,” he said. “Now you have my attention.”

* * *

“I can’t believe I’ve had to dress a statue,” Arela said, grinding her knife against a whetstone. The soft, grumbling noise of knife meeting stone made Asurya’s hair stand on end.

“Well, father did say that this statue did not quite match the proportions of Heroic Nudity,” Asurya said, nodding slowly. “My tutor on art history told me that the Hellenes of Earth thought that a large...”

“Cock?”

Asurya blushed. Her bodyguard laughed.

“They thought it was uncivilized,” Asurya said.

Arela snorted, loudly.

“That explains all that nonsense with Platonic Forms that your tutor has been filling your head with,” Arela said, sliding her newly sharpened blade into her sheath. “There’s the real world, what you can see and touch. Everything else is just someone trying to sell you something or steal something. Or, usually, both.”

“What is my tutor possibly trying to sell?” Asurya asked.

Her bodyguard looked at her, then laughed.

“His time, of course. Come on.”

Asurya looked back at Brax. He had remained perfectly silent and perfectly still. Her father had agreed that a trophy to Zeus’ victory would be better served in the temple than rotting in a jungle. That had gotten Brax into the palace. Now she had to find somewhere to put him. And so, putting her best pout on, Asurya turned to her bodyguard.

“Wait, before we go...” she said, clasping her hands behind her back. “This statue can’t just stay in this musty old temple. No one comes unless they want to sacrifice a goat.”

Arela pursed her lips.

“What are you thinking, Princess?”

“Well,” Asurya said, feeling the bait drifting near her bodyguard – and through her bodyguard, her father. “I think that if the suitors are going to be impressed by our fair city, they should see with their own eyes what standing against us brought the lizardfolk, yes?”

Arela rubbed her chin, her green eyes looking thoughtful and distant.

“What better way to do that than to see one of those golden savages?”

Arela hummed. “Well,” she said. “Be that as it may, you still have a class to get to.”

Asurya felt a pang in her breast. She didn’t like the idea of leaving Brax along in this temple, even if it would only last for a short time. But, not seeing any way around it, she bowed to her bodyguard.

“Yes ma’am.”

“Don’t bow to me,” Arela said, her mouth split by a wide grin. “I’m not the princess.”

* * *

There was a madness in being alone.

There was a madness in being in company too.

Brax had gotten used to solitude. He had heard voices, and he had carried on long conversations with himself, yes. But he had been used to it. Now, though, situated in the grandest ballroom of the city that Asurya called home, he found himself constantly surprised by the snippets of conversation he overheard, and by the things he could guess about the people who said them.

“My daughter was right,” a deep, rumbling voice said. “The statue does fit the room. Though it is odd to see a statue with clothes.”

“We could paint the gold, to make the clothes stand out less,” another voice, female this time. “I hear that there is a new craze in Athens, of painting the statues as if they were living.”

“Hmm...”

Then, another conversation wafted to Brax.

“An Aesir?”

“Yes, I heard that one had arrived. Four of those barbaric bodyguards. Four! What prince would leave home without a full complement?”

“A mad one.”

“Or a poor one.”

The hardest part of all of this hubbub wasn’t actually in the listening. It was in the keeping quiet. Brax had spoken to himself while in the jungle, with no one to hear but the animals and the plants. But Asurya had whispered to him as the artisans picked him up and carried him from the temple of Zeus to this new room.

Do be quiet, Brax, she had whispered. I’d hate for anyone to decide that you need to die properly to avoid affronting Zeus.

And so, Brax bit down on his tongue.

Then a blare of trumpets drew his attention. He had started to map the room as best as he could, and he was certain that those came from the doorway at the front of the chamber. The trumpets were harsh and atonal to his ears, but they were followed by a thundering of drums. Then a voice, speaking in accented Greek, bellowed out.

“Presenting Yarl Devon Samarkin – vanquisher of the lindworm, chastiser of the Tuatha, son of Thor and student of Odin, here to greet the famous Princess Asurya.”

The entire room was struck dumb with a silence that made Brax’s own heartbeat the loudest thing in the room, thudding and hammering in his ears.

Thud thud.

Thud thud.

“Oh,” Asurya said.

And with the tone of that single word, Brax felt an emotion he had not felt since long before he had left his village and joined the mercenary band. It filled him, like an old sword’s hilt filled his palm.

He was maddeningly jealous.

* * *

Asurya’s knuckles rested under her chin. The gala had been to meet new suitors, but she had never expected to meet someone like Devon. Her stories and her tutors said that the Aesir were all a mixture of two tribes from Earth: the Norse Vikings and a race of men in the wilds of the east who had worshiped a dark god named Tchernobog. He looked exactly nothing like what one would expect of a thuggish Aesir barbarian. Tchernobog had been banished to Purgatory as well.

“And then, well, Thor met the feathered peacock,” Devon said, his hands spread as he grinned at the rest of the table. They had all moved from the gala room to a banquet hall. The table was festooned with as much fine food as father could afford – though she did recognize more than a few dishes from an earlier meal, redressed and flavored with some extra spice. In the more wealthy Hellenic cities, serving the same kind of dish two banquets in a row would have led to a great deal of mockery and a loss of face. Thus far, though, the suitors didn’t seem to mind.

They were too busy glaring daggers at Devon.

“It was quite a battle, the sage keepers say,” he said. “The feathered peacock – that’s what we call our old god, see. He had ruled over our tribe for so long with no resistance or opposition, save from Christians. Running snout first into mjolnier wiped any smugness off his face. There’s still, if you can believe it, a crater in the side of the mountain range.”

Asurya snorted at his expression – exaggerated movements of the eyebrows turned a battle between gods into something closer to a tavern brawl.

“Well,” one of the other suitors said. His name flitted through Asurya’s mind like a dart. She could have brought it to her tongue, if she had cared. She didn’t. “That’s all very well, but what brings an Aesir prince to the Hellenic League?”

Devon snorted. “Not quite a prince, forgive me for saying, King Patil,” he said, placing his palm on the table and picking up a goblet. He tilted the goblet slightly towards Asurya. His eyes met hers – they were the most spectacular green eyes she had ever seen. She had heard descriptions of ‘eyes like a cat’, but Devon bore the description in truth. His eyes reflected back at her. “My thane – my king – is more merchant than warrior. He has a great number of servants, thralls and warriors at his beck and call, but he uses them only to move grain.”

“I’ve been told it is better to move grain than swords,” Asurya said, her voice pointed as she narrowed her eyes. Devon might be charming – but her mind flitted back to the golden statues who had been silent as the grave.

Devon nodded. “Very true!”

Asurya flushed slightly. He didn’t speak like someone who was just trying to appease her. He actually sounded like he agreed with her, something rather rare in her life of tutors and bodyguards.

Devon continued. “But it is a truth, also, that the world is full of evil. Pirates infest the Platonic Sea-”

One of the other suitors – whose face had a faintly blueish cast that Asurya had been told meant he had at least a tiny pinch of godly blood, though no one was sure whose – muttered under his breath, “Pirates always infest the sea.”

“-monsters rampage throughout the jungles. Wicked kings seek dominion, gods buck and challenge one another for power,” Devon spoke as if the other man hadn’t muttered. “Making gold is all well and good, but I want to strike at the evils that plague the world.”

“So you came here?” her father asked. He sounded less than skeptical – in fact, he seemed to be hanging on Devon’s every word.

“Of course,” Devon said, smiling. “It was both on my way and in the furthest reaches of the Hellenic League. Of any city in the world, yours is one that would need my sword arm the most.”

“And it had nothing at all to do with me?” Asurya asked.

“I never said that, Princess,” Devon said, winking at her.

Asurya blushed again.

And realized that she wasn’t just wet.

She was soaked.

* * *

Asurya lay in bed, her mind buzzing as she tossed and turned. The air was warm and humid, and she wore nothing at all, her bare skin caressed only by the breeze and a silken cover that she had dragged over herself. Even that was too much. She tossed the silk aside and the weak breeze slid along her nipples, hardening.

She bit her lip and found herself unable to even reach between her legs to coax pleasure from her sex. She was frozen, caught with indecision.

She didn’t know who to fantasize about.

Her mind thought of Devon – who had spent the evening listening to her as she told him about her lecturing. She had even dropped a hint about learning the art of swordplay, and he had intimated he’d be very interested to see how she’d handle a sword. The way he had purred sword had sent a buzz along her spine. But even as she imagined what he might look like underneath his traveling clothes, her mind would instead jump backwards.

Then think of Brax.

Her heart ached for the lizardman, trapped as he was in his shell. But her mind was fascinated by his. What kind of mind could survive what he had gone through and remain not only sane but charming? It did not hurt that she didn’t need to imagine what he looked like under his clothes. She had seen every inch of him.

And she liked it.

But as she thrashed between possibilities, her mind torn in half by the two, something hideous occurred to her. She froze on the bed, her whole body feeling cold.

“Rrrh!” she growled, then sat up. She stood, grabbed her toga, and swung the silk around her shoulders. She tied it off, adjusted the front to cover her dusky chest, then started out through the corridors of the palace. She knew she was supposed to stay within her chambers but her mind ranged too far afield to simply lay in bed. She did stop and pick up the practice sword that Arela had left her, strapping it to her hip. Thus armed, she strode confidently towards the gala room.

Here, her cleverness came to bite her in her rump. It had been quite cunning to put Brax there, where he could listen to anyone and stave off madness and boredom. But it did make the idea of a private conversation suddenly seem dangerous. She stood in the doorway to the chamber, looking out at the vast, flat floor. Without any light but a sliver of silvery moonlight, the chamber seemed forbiddingly vast and dangerous.

You’re being absurd, Asurya, she thought.

“No, what’s absurd is coming here when I could be in my rooms, masturbating furiously,” she hissed. Then, tensing, she started forward. Her bare feet padded on the floor and she came to Brax’s side.

He looked good in a toga. The artisans had even slipped a sword into his hands – one made of wood, painted the color of bronze – and attached a shield to his other arm. It made him look quite dashing and heroic. A brave soldier, readied against an enemy, rather than someone cowering from a massive pillar of molten gold falling from the heavens.

“Princess,” Brax’s voice came from the chest.

“How’d you know it was me?”

“I heard you from the other side of the room.” He sounded amused.

Asurya turned bright red.

“I, uh, sorry.”

“What for?” he asked. “If you’re worried, I didn’t hear the meaning of your words. Just the tone.”

“And what tone was that?” Asurya asked.

“Frustration,” he said, quietly.

Asurya sighed and sat down at the feet of the statue. She let her head rest against his thigh and then blushed. She had leaned against statues before, there were enough of them throughout the palace, and they were often placed near where she would want to or need to rest. But this wasn’t just a statue was it? But then she shook her head slightly. She was being silly – there was no was Brax could feel her through solid gold.

“Can I speak candidly, Brax?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said, his voice somewhat tight. Asurya supposed that it must be an imposition, since they had only just met. But if she couldn’t trust and speak to Brax, who could she speak with? Her finger traced a line along the ground as she spoke.

“It’s Devon,” she said. “I’m... fascinated by him. He’s strong and energetic and seems to be quite kind and interested in doing the right thing. Heroic, even.”

“He did, ah, seem that way,” Brax said. His voice sounded stuffy, like an older brother discussing his younger sister’s lover. Asurya managed to not giggle. She grinned up at the statue.

“Are you jealous, Brax?”

Brax was silent for some time. “Oh, hells, I can’t lie. I am deeply jealous of Devon. He can walk, for one thing. And see. And-”

Asurya smirked. “But you’re not jealous of him marrying me?”

“I never said that,” Brax purred.

Asurya blushed. “But that’s just it. He won’t.”

“Beg pardon?” Brax asked, sounding thrown. Asurya chuckled. So, the wise statue had missed something. She stood and tapped his chest.

“I was thinking about it this night, while trying to... while trying to sleep,” she said, her cheeks darkening. “This marriage isn’t about finding someone who loves me. It’s not even about tying us to a powerful person like Thor. No. It’s about money. The trade route is dying, the city is still in debt from the Curse of Minos.”

“Glad to hear I had an impact,” Brax said, his voice dry.

Asurya chuckled again. “So, no matter how much Devon excites me, I can’t marry him. He’s a wandering demigod, not a wealthy Hellene or local nobleman with ties to powerful cities. Meaning that even if I could choose between you, I’d-” She stopped.

Brax remained silent once more. Asurya’s immediate instinct was to start babbling at him. To explain what she really meant. Of course, then she’d have to actually explain what she really meant, and she wasn’t entirely sure. All she knew was what her body craved and what her heart wanted, but none of that would be comforting to a man trapped as he was. She opened her mouth and shut it several times.

Brax, though, cut her off before she even began.

“Princess,” he said. “You cannot choose between us. There is no choice. You’re not Pygmalion, I am not Galatea...”

Asurya’s brow furrowed. “How did you hear that story? Weren’t you a mercenary?”

“You’d be surprised who ends up as a mercenary,” Brax said, his voice amused. “Gyor the Playwight loved to talk about how much better his plays were compared to some others. I absorbed a lot through being stationed next to him in a phalanx. Now, as I was saying, go with Devon. If he can make you happy, you deserve it.”

“What? I just run away?” Asurya stood, putting her hands on her hips. “Leave my city to die?”

Brax chuckled. “Of course not. Any city would want a demigod protecting it.”

“And the debt?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

“I know how to handle the funds,” Brax said. “Give me a week, and then hold another gala here. Spend the time getting to know your suitor. Make sure he’s worth it.”

Asurya bit her lip as she looked at the lizardman’s face. Without the ability to move, she couldn’t read any emotion beyond what he left in his voice. And Brax had quite the poker voice, it seemed. She sighed, then caressed his muzzle.

“I will.”

* * *

Brax stood and listened.

“-and then, we can bring down another caravan of grain into the lowlands region, they’re dealing with that blight from the jungle.”

“There are no mercenary bands better than Tillians!”

“I hear that the artisan-”

“We’d better not...”

He didn’t even need to close his eyes to only focus on the voices. His mind started to parcel the words out, attaching personal names to different voices. Stuffy 1 and Stuffy 2, Posh Noble A and Sly Courtier B. He started to make notes of places and trade routes. And he started to chart that against the map he had of Purgatory. The sages and storytellers said that Earth had had something called a horizon. Purgatory didn’t. Brax had seen maps of the Hellenic League dozens of times, many of them copied from works made on the far side of the world by cartographers simply looking up at the world curving over their heads.

He put names to voices, places to information, and muttered softly enough that the gold would keep anyone from hearing him.

And he worked.

* * *

Swords clacked together and Devon panted softly as Asurya tried a little trick Arela taught her. She locked, then twisted and managed to flip the blade around so that Devon’s hands should have been forced open. Instead, he just grinned and tightened his grip. The finely defined muscles on his shoulders and arms stood out as they bunched and tightened and Asurya’s brow furrowed. She planted her foot and put her whole weight into the move, rather than just the strength of her arms.

“Don’t over-commit, Princess!” Arela called out.

“I’m not over-committing!” Asurya said through gritted teeth. “I’m testing this... Grr!”

Devon chuckled. “Do you want me to use one hand?” he smiled at her.

Asurya grunted and stepped back, panting softly. She looked at her practice  sword, then at him. “So, uh, I assume you got that...” She gestured with her free hand at his body. “From your father?”

“Afraid so!” Devon smiled. “I just got the charm, good looks, intelligence and thirst for adventure from my mother.” He licked his lips slightly and Asurya saw those bright blue eyes slide along her body. A tingling rush that had nothing to do with the excitement and adrenaline of her little bout buzzed through her skin. She crossed one arm over her breasts. In the jungle, the only place where they could spar without courtiers spying on them and whispering about what an improper thing it was, she had foregone all but a simple shift and leggings.

“What was she like?” Asurya asked, sliding her practice sword into her scabbard and finding a trunk to sit on. The soft sounds of the jungle were slow to come back – animals frightened by the clattering of swords and grunting of combatants remaining silent for the time being. Devon walked over and plopped himself down beside Asurya, who leaned against him almost immediately. That made Arela look up and frown, but she didn’t comment.

“She was a pirate,” Devon said, cheerily.

“You’re kidding.” Asurya put her hand on his shoulder to push herself back so that she could look him in the face. Devon beamed at her. Asurya took this as an opportunity to rub her hand along his shoulder.

“No, no,” Devon said. “She was a Aesir pirate. Raiding from the shelter islands on the inside of the Platonic Sea. She traded in ancient artifacts, captives, and spices from the Coptic Empire.” He sighed. “Dad captured her when she chose to raid his ship. They fought for a day.”

“How?” Asurya asked.

“To have him tell it, it was because she was the finest swordswoman that the mighty Thor had ever seen,” he said, his voice pitching low and booming as he puffed up his chest, imitating his father with his stance and his voice. Asurya giggled.

“And the real story?”

“Mom was hot,” Devon said, casually. He paused. “That’s the way, isn’t it? The gods find people they like, and they get agents, and everyone wins, huh?”

Asurya’s brow furrowed. Devon, for a moment, had sounded brittle. Then he stood, pushing himself up. He grinned at her. She opened her mouth to speak, but he held his hand out to her before she could ask him more.

“We should head back to the city. Your other suitors will think I’m monopolizing your time,” he said.

“My other suitors should suit me,” Asurya said, taking his hand. Devon tugged her to her feet. She let herself trip forward, her breasts pressing against his chest. She grinned at him. He grinned back. Arela, then, stepped forward and put her hands on their shoulders, pushing them slightly apart.

“Arela!” Asurya said.

Arela grinned – but then she and Devon both sprang into action. Asurya was on her back and covered by Arela’s toughened body. Asurya opened her mouth to protest but then a white light filled her vision, making her blink away tears. A crashing sound filled her ears, splinters hazing in the air. Then Arela was scrambling to her feet, drawing her sword.

“Run, Princess!”

Asurya looked over towards where the light had come from, blinking her vision clear.

A crystalback stood there. That was why the creatures had remained silent – they were hiding from the dangerous beast. The four-legged, scaled creature were named for the thick chunks of crystal sticking from their spines. Those crystals now glowed and glinted with pale blue dots, surrounded by a haze of ionized air. Asurya traced the still smoking line in the air from the lightning bolt it had fired and saw that it had sheared a thick, old growth tree in half.

Arela ran forward, drawing her sword and one of her daggers, slapping the bronze together, creating a loud clunk clunk clunk noise. The crystalback swung to face her and Asurya saw the back starting to glow brighter and brighter. A low whining noise filled the air. Asurya sprang to her feet. She ran forward and slammed into the side of the crystalback with her shoulder. It staggered to the side, head swinging to the left. The lightning bolt shot past Arela’s shoulder and smashed into one of the statues that still filled the jungle.

The gold crackled and buzzed with fingers of energy, rocking backwards and hitting the ground with a wet thunk.

“What are you doing!?” Arela screamed. “Run!”

“Not without you,” Asurya said, grabbing her arm. The crystalback started to hum again. Asurya drew her practice sword – not sure what she would do with it. Her heart hammered, her vision narrowed to just the crystalback. That was why she was completely blindsided when Devon landed on the crystalback’s head. His sword slammed into the eyesocket of the stupid creature and he yanked back, bronze and bone meeting. Bone lost, fragmenting with a crunch. He leaped off the monster as it gurgled and slumped to the ground, twitching and writhing. Spidery fingers of lightning reached from the back, seeking the ground greedily. Asurya, Arela and Devon all hurried backwards, each one panting.

“Gods!” Asurya said. “Are you okay? Is everyone okay?”

“Are you insane?” Arela snarled, grabbing Asurya’s shoulder. “You’re not allowed to die. Your mother isn’t having another child – she’s too old. You’re all this city has left when it comes to a new heir, to keeping the city in your family. Do you want to see your people ruled by some Hellenic lout? Do you want to have your court-” Arela stopped herself, shaking her head. “No, you wouldn’t see any of that. You’d be dead.”

Asurya flinched. “It’s my responsibility to keep my people safe. That includes you, doesn’t it?” she said, her voice soft.

Arela opened her mouth, then closed it. “No, Princess.” She looked at the dead crystalback. “Come on, lets get back to the city.”

As she started to walk away, Asurya wanted to say more but everything she thought of felt painfully young and foolish. She looked down. Devon touched her back gently, squeezing her shoulder.

“I think you were very brave,” he said. “People manage, with kings and without kings.” He smiled. “But they flourish with a king who remembers their people matter more than them, even if it sometimes gives their bodyguard’s white hair.”

“Now all I need to do is grow a dick,” Asurya muttered. Then, remembering she wasn’t chatting with her bodyguard and friend but rather a prince from a foreign land and a potential suitor, she started to stammer an apology. But before the words passed her lip, Devon leaned forward. He purred into her ear.

“I could give you one, you know.”

Asurya’s whole body tingled. She had thought she was already blushing as hard as she could but she now felt light headed from the amount of blood rushing to her skin. She gulped and stammered.

“G-Good to know you’re, ah, a powerful wizard,” she said, smiling shakily.

He laughed, slid his arm around her back, and together, they started for the city.

* * *

“I offer this dowry payment,” the voice – one of the children of a merchant prince in the city of New Athens – announced.

From the gasps, and the number of servants he had heard the suitor bossing around earlier, Brax was able to surmise it was quite the payment. The voice sounded stuffy and annoyed and had a faint wheeze about it – the sound of someone carrying too much fat for their frame. Brax could picture him with ease: a fat, older nobleman, interested in grabbing a whole city for a relatively paltry sum of marriage and a dowry payment.

He could hear the tension in Asurya’s father as he said: “This is... quite generous.”

Brax smiled in his mind.

Asurya had told him how proud and wise her father was. She had also told him about the crystalback. Since her father hadn’t raged throughout the castle and started breaking furniture and demanding the death of every crystalback in the world, Arela, Devon and Asurya had all kept the secret. But the encounter had definitely filled Asurya with more affection for Devon.

That was enough to ease Brax’s tight heart.

Slightly.

Now is the moment of truth, he thought as he heard Asurya’s father continue to speak: “Indeed, we’d be hard pressed to disregard this generosity of spirit...”

“Nooooooo...”

* * *

The entire court was struck completely silent. Asurya – who had been glaring at the fat pig who thought he could buy her – looked around for the source of that strange, echoing voice. She blinked as she realized it had come from Brax. His statue had become a fixture of the court, and a small collection of sacrifices to Zeus had been placed in a bowl before him by courtiers and visiting citizens alike over the week. Tiny strands of smoke still rose from several incense sticks that had been lit and placed in the bowl, accentuating the otherworldly sound that came from Brax.

“Nooooooooooo!” Came again. “This... must... not be.”

Asurya sprang to her feet. “Who speaks!?” she asked, hoping she didn’t sound as staged as she felt. She guessed that was what Brax would want her to say - he had just been mysterious when she had asked him his actual plan.

“Get the priests!” her father said, grabbing Asurya’s shoulder. Arela stepped forward and drew her sword, aiming it at the statue. Several courtiers rushed away, their pale faces making it clear that they were all too happy to get away from the statue. But as they rushed away, Brax continued. He laid it on... not thick, but definitely enough to make him sound ghostly.

“I speak with a vision granted by my time in the underworld, a wisdom granted only to those who regret greatly what they did. For I am King Midas!” Brax’s voice boomed. “My curse is what ties me to this statue!”

Her father’s face went as pale as it could be. The priests came, both dressed in ceremonial robes and bearing colorful headdresses. They listened to Brax as he continued to speak.

“Lord Mapatail's greed shall bring about his downfall...”

A courtier turned pale and fidgety at that. Murmurs started.

“The rains will bring a good harvest from the south. Great fortune shall be found there,” Brax continued. “Know these things to be true and once they have come about, you shall marry your daughter to the strongest man in the city. He shall make her happy, and bring you... peace...”

Brax’s voice faded near the end – as if the spirit was fading away.

“Spirit?” one priest asked.

Requests for more words – and a few shakes – brought nothing but silence from Brax, and murmurs from the entire court.

Asurya smiled. She looked around and found that Devon had arrived with the latest round of courtiers who had come on hearing about the excitement. Likely, they had just heard that people were fleeing the ballroom and come running. That was the kind of person Devon was.

Her grin grew wider.

This was going to be interesting to watch.

* * *

Father wasn’t a fool. In a world with gods and magic, it was easy to be tricked by charlatans and fast talking scoundrels. But within the week, examination of Lord Mapatail’s finances revealed irregularities that implicated a half a dozen corrupt administrators. Trade caravans dispatched to the south returned with news of bountiful villages that were more than ready to sell to any who would come. And as her father’s merchants arrived first, the city already started to grow their wealth.

At first, people avoided the haunted statue. But after the priests – who had practiced several spells and called on Zeus himself to reveal the spirit of King Midas – had assured them that there was no spirit in it when the statue was silent, the ballroom once more became a bustling social hot spot.

Asurya could imagine the courtiers now – murmuring to one another, wondering when the spirit would come again. When it would speak truths that would bring damnation to some and fortunes to others. But then all her imagination faded as her father came to her room. He looked stiff and uncertain, his back straight, his hands rubbing together.

“My daughter, ah,” he said. “I do not know how to tell you this – I know that you wanted to be choose your husband, but...” He coughed. “The spirit of Midas has proven to have the talent of prophecy and sagaciousness. So, I believe that-”

Asurya beamed as she sprang to her feet. “Father, I’d be honored to marry Devon,” she said.

Her father looked like a man coming from a healer, with an expression that said: Oh. That was less painful than anticipated.

* * *

Was it odd to have a wedding and not remember a single instant of it?

Was it odd to be laying in bed beside your husband, and not know what to do?

Asurya quivered as she lay there, watching as Devon closed the doors to the room. No bodyguard here – none would be needed, after all. The light that filled the room was gentle and warm – a pale glow from newly purchased mage lights, which far exceeded the strength of the moon that shone through the window. But it was too intense for Asurya as she watched Devon walk towards the bed. He grinned at her, gently.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said.

“Pff,” Asurya said, flipping one hand dismissively. “Scared? Me?”

Devon chuckled. “You’re shaking in your toga.”

“M-Maybe a little,” Asurya said.

Devon’s hand slid to her shoulder. She tensed and sighed as she felt his strength. It was an almost physical aura that radiated from his body – he was a demigod after all. His eyes flickered as he leaned forward. The itchy buzz of his goatee brushed against her cheek, then her ear as he whispered,“We don’t need to do anything tonight, Asurya.”

She bit her lip. Part of her wanted to take him up on the offer, though only a small part. But as she turned her head to kiss his lips and felt the warmth of his tongue filling her mouth, her mind trickled backwards.

And thought of Brax.

She drew her mouth back and Devon looked concerned.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes!” Asurya said.

“Are you... sapphic?” Devon asked, his brow furrowing. “There’s nothing wrong with it, you know-”

“What?” Asurya blinked, then laughed. “Gods. A woman gets some nerves about kissing you and she must be into other girls?”

Devon put on the goofiest grin that he possibly could, pulling his lips back and rolling his eyes - drawing another laugh from her. She punched at his chest and sighed.

“No, there’s another man,” she admitted. Her father had told her to always be honest with a spouse.

“Shall I get him?” Devon asked. At the shake of her head, he continued, his voice faux serious. “Shall I have him killed?” Asurya made a face. Devon’s smile became positively daemonic. “Broken kneecaps then?”

“I think he’d find that an improvement,” Asurya said. “Okay. Fine.” She paused. “No secrets. Not between us.” She touched his chin, gently, and then told him. Devon listened, his brow furrowing as she explained what had happened, and her feelings. He rubbed his chin slowly, then nodded.

“I can see why he’s... ah...” he paused. “Come on.” He stood, taking her hand.

“Where?” Asurya asked, her brow furrowing.

“Let us thank our best man,” Devon said.

* * *

Brax had come to find relief in the quiet that came after nightfall. The constant chatter of the court was a lot to sort and keep track of – and drawing predictions from hushed whispers and quiet conversations was trying. If he was wrong, well, he made sure to couch his words in enough mystery to make it seem like it-

“Brax?”

The voice that spoke was deep and masculine and definitely not Asurya. Brax remained silent but then he heard Asurya chuckle.

“It’s Devon,” she said.

“Ah, Devon,” he said, his voice slightly cool.

“I hate to deprive the city of such a fine oracle,” Devon said. “But I believe I know just how to repay you for what a fine service you’ve done. For me and for my wife.”

Brax tensed.

“Your curse?” Devon asked. “Thor is the god of lightning. Thunder. Storms. Have you ever known that rain and rivers, over many years, can wear away a statue? They can carve out mountains.” He sounded awkward as he stepped closer. “I may not be able to fix you immediately, but if I used that power on you, and wore away the gold...”

Brax was silent for a time. He knew about as much about magic as he knew about the history of ancient Earth – tiny snatches heard over the years. But nothing seemed impossible in what Devon had said. He chuckled.

“What do I have to lose?”

“The only problem is,” Devon said. “I need to have a sympathetic connection to work the magic. And the, ah, best sympathetic connection I have from me to you is.. .Asurya.”

Brax coughed. “Oh.”

“And so, ah, when I make her wet-”

“Devon!” Asurya squeaked.

“Then I can channel that into a kind of... basically, I... am... going...” Devon sounded awkward. “I’m sure if I was better trained at the arts of magic, I could do it from afar, but...”

“It’s easier to hit a target you stand before,” Brax said, trying to sound cheery. “Well, I suppose, if you have to make love while I listen, it’s a burden I will just have to bear. But only if you’re okay with-”

“Have Devon f-fuck me?” Asruya asked, the only hint that she was embarrassed being the hitch in her voice. Brax wondered if her cheeks were incandescent. Did she blush brightly, or was it more subtle? Then he heard the soft plop of clothes striking the ground. A quiet gasp came to his hearing diaphragms and his cock tingled within the confinement of his gold shell. “What a chore...” Asurya moaned.

* * *

Asurya’s eyes flicked to the door of the ballroom. Empty. Then they closed, her teeth sinking into her lower lip. Devon’s hands – those strong, strong hands – were cupping her breasts, finding the tips of her nipples. He rolled them gently and bit down on her neck. His hands were work roughened, his fingers calloused. That added a marvelous edge to the feelings that tingled along her spine. Her back arched and her butt pressed to Devon’s leggings. She cooed quietly.

And quietly, deep in the base of her brain, somewhere that no one would ever hear it, she thought, Brax is bigger...

But then Devon’s left hand slipped from her breast to her thighs. He slipped a finger into her sex – and crooked it. His touch sent a lightning bolt through Asurya. She opened her mouth with eagerness and managed to choke back her moan through sheer force of will. The only thing that came from her was a quiet quiver. She watched through hooded eyes as Brax’s statue started to shimmer with a pale light. Devon’s finger plunged into her sex again and again as he whispered in her ear.

“Imagine that big fat lizard cock plunging into your pussy,” he whispered. “Taking you hard. Holding you down and just fucking your brains out...”

Asurya couldn’t help it. Her moan was loud enough to fill the ballroom. Devon covered her mouth with his free hand, leaving her breasts unattended to. Her hands made up the difference. She knew what stimulation she wanted there anyway – though she found that uncertainty and unpredictability made up for the lack of knowledge. But more, the idea that another man could...enjoy the idea of her with a rival was…

Well, it made her knees weak.

Devon slid his hand down to her throat so she could speak. As she opened her mouth, Devon spoke up just a little bit louder.

“What do you think of that, Brax?” Devon asked.

“The idea is positively... ravishing,” Brax said, his voice dry.

And that was the first – but far from the last time – that Asurya had climaxed upon hearing a pun. Her knees collapsed and only Devon’s strong hand cupping her sex and his arm around her waist kept her on her feet. Not that she stayed there. He knelt down with her and took her hand, guiding it to where his leggings bulged. She stroked him through the fabric. Then she couldn’t wait. Her hand snaked out, fumbling, and found the tie. She yanked it and his leggings fell away, his cock slapping her wrist. She caught it, gripped it, stroked it. Devon bucked his hips against her.

But Asurya wasn’t done. She reached tentatively out and closed her hand around Brax’s cock, pushing the kilt that the artisans had draped around his gold-plated hips aside. Her fingers squeezed the member and she swore she felt him harden against her palm. Brax panted heavily through the statue as Devon purred in her ear, his goatee rubbing her earlobe.

“You wet?”

“Soaked!” Asurya moaned.

“You ready for your husband’s cock?”

“Mmhmm!” She nodded eagerly.

“I better not find you fucking this statue,” Devon said, his voice joking as his hand took hold of her ankle. She was sitting on his lap, her left side leaned against the plinth Brax had been set on. Her cheek rubbed against his golden thigh. Her eyes closed and she quivered with happiness at their closeness. Devon lifted her leg so that it thrust straight into the air, widening her. His cock ground against her sex.

Brax scoffed. “I have honor, good sir.”

Devon snorted. “I’ll hold you to that.”

And with a single thrust he buried every inch of his cock inside of Asurya. She learned, then, that no matter how big or small a cock may have looked, they felt similar when one was a virgin. She clenched her jaw slightly against expected pain, but rather than pain, she only felt a tightness and an eagerness. Part of her remembered Arela explaining that her maidenhead wouldn’t survive her youth. At the time, she had thought Arela had been trying to playfully insult her.

The time for introspection passed, then.

Because Devon might have been smaller than Brax.

But he was no statue.

And he was a demigod.

And he fucked like one.

Asurya rolled her head back, her mouth opening wide as his free hand cupped her sex, rubbing her clit with expert, economical motions. That combined with the angle and motion of his cock inside of her, pressing to her centers of pleasure with every meeting of their thighs, made it impossible to moan. She couldn’t make a noise as she rocked her hips against him – her movements were awkward and shallow.

Devon didn’t seem to mind. He grinned broadly as he thrust into her, bending her forward, so that both of her arms rested on the plinth. The rocking of her body bumped her forehead again and again against the underside of Brax’s balls and cocks. She grunted quietly as Devon squeezed her hips and then felt another climax shudder through her body. She kissed Brax’s thigh, using the pressure of his golden skin to keep herself from climaxing.

Brax groaned low in his throat.

Could someone cum while petrified?

Her mind felt filled with white sparks. Thoughts bounced around from what if someone catches us to oh gods, he’s going to cum inside me to is it petrification if someone is turned into gold?

“Oh Asurya!” Devon groaned.

“Yes! Yes!” Asurya quivered around him, her sex felt so sensitized that every thrust threatened to push her over the edge. She closed her eyes and moaned quietly. “Cum in me, my husband!”

Devon thrust home.

His balls slapped her belly.

White heat filled her.

And a part of Asurya knew that his seed found its mark. Not merely in her need to continue the dynasty, but in the fact that the magic had to be working. She rolled her head upwards and saw Brax shone faintly. The shone faded. She caught her breath quietly and bit her lip. Tension held.

Then Brax sighed.

“That was quite a pleasant,” he said, his voice tightly controlled. “But I still can’t move.”

“A river doesn’t cut a canyon in a day,” Devon said.

“So, you will have to come here, again and again, year after year?” Brax asked, his voice growing sardonic. “Fucking and fingering and sucking until I am freed?”

“Onerous, isn’t it?” Asurya said, her voice amused.

“Quite.”

But Brax sounded less sardonic. Maybe, just maybe, there was a hint of hope there.

* * *

A quiet prosperity came to the city. It came not just in the startling skill the merchants had in finding new places to buy and sell their goods but also in the steady stream of pilgrims and adventurers who came to ask questions of Old King Midas. Slowly though, the statue grew less and less talkative as the children of Devon and Asurya grew and became leaders in their own right.

Asurya remembered making those children as she walked slowly through the halls. She used a cane now and smiled as she walked past the chambers where Devon – still hale and hearty, even with silver hair rather than black – was discussing the construction of a new aqueduct with some engineers. He said that she was as lovely as she had ever been. Asurya could count the stretch marks that told the lie but if he couldn’t lie to her at this age, then he wouldn't be much of a husband, would he?

Then she came to the ballroom. Its use had changed in the years. Now, students used it as a place to put on plays, retelling stories from Earth and Purgatory’s history. Here, Heracles and Troy and Diamet and Tulla moved and fought. And later, the citizens of the city discussed with their king and their queen the future that they continued to work towards.

And watching over it all was the oracle. Gifts and offerings lay before it, including the blood of a sacrificed goat. Asurya walked up to the statue. Even now, Brax was still the most handsome and exotic man she had known. She smiled wryly.

“How are you, oh king?”

“Ah, you know,” Brax said, his voice chipper. “I’ve been trying to spend the last week moving my hand.”

This was a thing that came in and out of vogue for the statue. Some years, he wouldn’t even try to move. Some years, he’d mention he had been straining all month to move his tummy, to roll his shoulders, to twitch his tail. Asurya chuckled. Then she looked down, her brow furrowing. She had seen this statue so many times, from so many angles – most of the time while Devon was fucking her hard enough to make walking difficult.

But something seemed...

Off.

“Brax...” she said.

“Yes?”

“Which hand?” she asked.

“Oh, my left.”

Asurya’s hand went to her mouth. “Devon! Devon!” she called.

Her husband ran into the room, the golden circlet of his position glinting around his forehead. He was flanked by two bodyguards, both of them looking excited. The three assassins who had tried to kill Devon over the years had all been slain by his bare hands. His bodyguards were perpetually bored out of their skulls.

“Look!” Asurya pointed.

Devon shook his head as he looked down at the hand. The fingers, for the first time since Asurya had heard Brax speak to her in the jungles, had opened. Devon frowned. He drew himself upright and without a word, reached out and placed his palm on Brax’s chest. He closed his eyes and drew energy into himself. He may not have had the same raw might as his youth, but where youth faded, experience would tell. The magic flashed and crackled and then exploded around Brax. Gold flew through the air in a spray of tiny flecks and the bodyguards recoiled with shock.

Brax’s knees hit the ground and his palms slapped onto the ground. His tail lashed, sending offerings spilling across the ground. He jerked his head back, gasping. He opened his eyes and a filmy whiteness seemed to cover them. He blinked a few dozen times as Asurya knelt. Her knees complained. She ignored them. She had told Brax, decades before, that she would be the first thing he saw.

The whiteness cleared.

Brax whimpered.

Asurya smiled at him – a gentle smile. She wondered what he had expected. Surely not this. Not a woman with wrinkles around her eyes and on her cheeks, with graying hair and at least one grandchild. Not someone with sagging breasts and stretched belly.

Brax blinked once more.

His eyes shone with tears.

“You’re the most beautiful woman in the world,” he said.

Devon laughed. “He fears that we may throw him out on his tail now that he can’t be our prophet if he stops flattering us.”

Asurya used her cane to smack her husband on the back.

She stood with her husband’s help. The bodyguards watched in mute confusion as the trio started for the door.

“So, I suppose I’ll never get to feel a lizardman, huh?” Asurya asked.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Brax said. He sounded amused.

“You still have eyes for little old me?” Asurya stuck her tongue out at him like she was a lovestruck teenager again.

Brax laughed.

And in the twilight of her life, Queen Asurya was a lovestruck teenager again. The weight of years faded and she, Brax and her husband Devon walked together.

Towards the bedchambers.


"Blood Sacrifice" by Chloe Tzang

“Who are you, girl? Where are you? Speak to me,” his voice whispered to her, whispering in her head. Almost sleeping in the heat daze of mid-afternoon, it seemed to her as if she were somewhere else. Outside the caravanserai, outside the walls of the small oasis town, standing alone on the desert sand, the hot desert wind blowing her summer cloak about her slender body, her hair silky black under the glaring sun, gleaming as she looked at him.

She’d seen him before, in her dreams. Tall, a round shield carried on his back, long-handled battle axe held casually in one hand, straight sword belted just as her katana and wakizashi were belted at her own narrow waist. An outlander with long hair flowing past his shoulders. Not black-haired Han as the soldiers of the Son of Heaven were. Strange hair, hair the golden color of ripe wheat. Eyes the clear blue of the desert sky, looking into hers. A stern face, a warrior’s face. A face that drew her as iron filings were drawn to the lodestone.

He spoke in her waking dream, his voice soft and strangely gentle, puzzled. “What are you doing in my dreams, girl? Speak to me. What’s your name? Who are you that calls to me?”

Ai-mee had seen him before in her dreams, many times now, drawing ever closer. Today he was almost within reach. Always looking at her with that strangely gentle puzzlement. Always the same questions. At first the dreams had been intermittent, then weekly, then every night. Now they came during the daylight hours as well. She’d hoped against hope that with this journey, even with the dreaded marriage that lay at the end, this strange dream would’ve been left behind but it was still with her. Closer. Ever closer.

Always closer and now, in daylight, these waking dreams came to her more and more frequently. The doctors, the wizards, the priests, everywhere father had halted on this long journey, they’d examined her, insisted she drink their foul decoctions, chanted their spells, given her amulets and charms to wear. Nothing had halted the voice that only she could hear, the visions only she could see.

In her dream, she said nothing to the apparition, just as she’d said nothing in every other dream in the weeks and months preceding this. I’m going mad, she thought to herself, struggling to pull herself out of this strange waking vision that was almost more real than life. He took a step towards her, hands reaching out. Ai-mee recoiled, suddenly fearful, sitting bolt upright, gasping, face beaded with sweat, whether from the dream or the heat she was uncertain.

It could’ve been either but even with her eyes open, wide awake now, she saw him for a moment longer, still reaching for her before he wavered like smoke above a fire, dissipating in the wind. Shivering even in the baking furnace heat, Milady Ai-mee Chan sank back down onto the straw pallet that was the only bedding the caravanserai furnished, closing her eyes, holding back the tears, longing for true sleep, sleep that was not filled with voices, not filled with visions.

* * *

The door to their room slammed open, waking Ai-mee abruptly so that, even dazed, her hand flew to the hilt of her katana. With their guards gone now, discharged, her fear spiked, heart jolted.

“Father!” She startled upwards from the straw pallet on which she had slept a fitful sleep, the room oven-like in the afternoon heat. The single room on the top floor of the caravanserai that was all they could now afford. Sudden fear turned to disgust, a disgust encompassing both her father as he staggered in accompanied by a wave of plum-blossom brandy scented breathe and the giggling young flower-girl whose hand he clutched.

It’d been a different flower-girl every night for the entire week as they’d waited for the caravan to gather and depart on the desert crossing to Jargalan, the last stage of their long journey to her intended husband. Ai-mee had had to stifle her disgust, close her eyes; pull the blanket over her head. She couldn’t stop her ears, although she wished she could. Today, he hadn’t even had the decency to wait for the evening darkness, damn him.

This was worse even than her dreams. They at least didn’t involve sordid drunken copulation. Father or not, he had no decency, no shame. If he had, she would still be in Chang’an, not here, sold to the highest bidder like the whore whose hand he was holding. If he had, she wouldn’t be forced into sharing a room with her own father, without her servants, without her guards. Despair and shame held her in thrall for a long moment.

“Out, girl, I have things to do that are unseemly for your virginal eyes,” her father slurred, waving the bottle of plum-blossom brandy at her, his other hand making it more than obvious what it was that would soon be displayed in an unseemly manner.

“Who’s she?” The flower-girl’s giggling had been replaced by a glare of open hostility. “I haven’t seen her in town. I don’t share like that, not with other women.”

“My daughter. She can go for a walk. Out girl, out!” Her father was already throwing his clothes aside as Ai-mee scrambled for her cloak, face flushing red.

The flower-girl’s look of hostility vanished. Pity took its place as she watched Ai-mee take her swords from the floor beside her pallet and buckle them to the rope belt that fastened her sam-foo trousers at the waist. “Come back at dusk,” she said. “That’s all he can afford today and he won’t last long.” She lowered her voice, one woman to another now. “Don’t go too far from the caravanserai or the square, there’s Khittani around outside the town.”

Ai-mee barely heard in her haste, kicking her feet into her dust-covered boots, fastening the summer cloak and tying on her straw sunhat as she scrambled outside into the baking heat. Even before the wooden door closed behind her, the noises from inside were starting. Damn her father, this whole mess was his fault.

Where to wait? Not in the caravanserai. The rabble here would pester her mercilessly, even the half-decent ones. Not an inn either, not that there were many. The ones that did exist weren’t the sort of places a lady would go.

Only girls like the one in the room behind her.

There was nowhere here in Dalangazad where a lady could go. Worse, she was a lady in name only now. How could she be reduced to this? Thrown out of a squalid caravanserai room by her own father to make room for a cheap whore. Left to wander the streets alone and unguarded in an outpost on the far western border of the Empire without even a single guard. Worse still, exiled forever from her past life in great Chang’an.

Glorious, sprawling, teeming Chang’an. Chang’an of the Gardens of Spring and Autumn, the House of a Thousand Mirrors, the glorious Summer Palace. Chang’an of the hundred bridges and the floating markets. Chang’an of the great Jokhang and Potala temples and their schools. Chang’an of the markets, the streets lined with gold and with flowering jacarandas, the gutters lined with the bodies of the poor. Cruel, beautiful and depraved Chang'an.

Heart of the Empire. Home of the Emperor, the Son of Heaven.

Chang’an of the Ten Thousand, the nobles who served the Emperor, ruling the Empire on his behalf. The Ten Thousand to which Milady Ai-mee Chan, heiress to the Duchy of Runan, belonged by birth, by training and by education, if no longer by wealth.  Her title was now worthless to her, of value only to the man she was to marry. An entrée into the aristocracy for the oldest scion of a wealthy merchant family with great ambition and more money, for a duke’s title didn’t come cheap. He would gain her father’s title through marriage and inheritance. Through her. That was all Milady Ai-mee Chan was now.

A breeding sow for some upstart peasant.

Bile rose to her mouth. His children - her children - they would re-enter the world now lost to her. But for her? Nothing but exile to a forsaken outpost so remote it was beyond even the far-flung borders. Her inheritance frittered away by her grandfather’s gambling, what was left dispensed through her father’s credulity and pleasure-seeking.

The only difference between her and that flower-girl her father was entertaining himself with was price. She had no idea what her father had negotiated, but entrée into the Ten Thousand didn’t come cheap and opportunities such as the one Ai-mee presented her father with came few and far between. Her father would leave her behind, returning to Chang’an with renewed wealth, no doubt to fritter it away a second time. A leopard’s spots never changed.

Certainly her father’s wouldn’t.

Now though? Now father was down to his last pouch of coins on the last leg of their long journey, a journey that had consumed two months of travel. Endless travel across half the empire. The funds advanced to him by the Paos for the journey spent on weeks of plum-blossom brandy and flower-girls at every halting place. And now this: thrown out of her room to walk the dusty streets of this desert outpost while her father chose to entertain himself with some cheap whore.

Damn her father. Damn him.

“Not a good idea to go out there.” A heavily accented voice interrupted her thoughts. Her aimless wandering had taken her to the town gates. The voice came from beneath the wide-brimmed straw hat of the cloak-wrapped beggar at her feet.

“I beg your pardon.”

“There’s Khittani wandering around, it’s not a good idea to go out, not alone.” Still he didn’t look up, his voice holding no interest in whether she listened or no.

Ai-mee would’ve thrown the beggar a copper bùbì but she didn’t even have those now. Face flaming, she turned back, boots scuffing the desert sand that was everywhere. Perhaps from the top of the walls? At least up there she’d be alone.

* * *

She was alone. Alone on the wall, sheltering in the shade of one of the small lookout towers to either side of the town gate. Standing forlorn, gazing out over endless rock and sand, stretching west as far as the eye could see, shimmering with the heat. Jargalan was out there somewhere in the middle of that vast naked desert. A lone oasis whose riches came from both trading caravans journeying to the lands of the dwarves and elves and men lying beyond the far mountains and its own fabled silver mines. The wonder of it was that Jargalan hadn’t been seized by one of the wandering desert tribes or worse, by the orcs and the evil ones that dwelt in the dark depths of the mountain ranges and the wastelands, far beyond the realm of the Son of Heaven.

Fabled Jargalan, buried deep in the desert, hewn from the rock, “a rose-red city, half as old as time” as one of the ancient poets had written half a millennia ago. Part of the Empire for centuries, the mines now owned by the Pao Family, a family risen from nowhere, known in Chang’an only by repute. Those mines had made the Paos wealthy. Wealthy enough that their oldest son now commanded the fortress and the soldiers guarding the mines.

The Paos were merchants, but now, it seemed, merchants with greater ambitions, ruling an almost independent fiefdom. The next step for the Paos' entrée into the Ten Thousand and influence in Chang’an. The ticket to that entrée? That was her. Bile rose in Ai-mee’s throat once more.

Ai-mee hoped against hope that Jargalan was an improvement over Dalangazad.

She strongly doubted her intended husband would be.

Movement in the distance. Darker spots against the desert shimmer, growing slowly larger. Watching, eyes narrowed against the furnace glare, at last she made them out. A long column of horsemen and laden pack horses, brown cloaks, no glimmer, no sparkle of sunlight off metal, faint dust cloud trailing behind them. She almost felt them as they drew closer, a palpable presence that she could sense. Watchful, wary, grim in purpose, cruel even. Something about them had her draw herself back into the concealment of the tower but still there was that central presence, palpable enough that she could taste it.

Evil.

Abruptly, as if sensing Ai-mee’s eyes, that feeling vanished, cut off as if by a knife.

Closer. She could sense them still, her mother’s silver bracelet tingling on her wrist, little shivers, as if trying to force her away, away from the presence that was now passing through the gate below. Repelled and drawn at one and the same time, she took a hesitant step toward the edge of the wall. She had to look. She had to see.

She looked down. A brown cloaked shape sitting astride his horse, black armor glimpsed beneath, long black-scabbarded sword hanging at his side.

He looked up. A brutally beautiful face. Glowing green eyes met hers, held hers and there was no mercy, no kindness in those eyes. Only strength and a burning cruelty that ravaged her mind as she found herself unable to tear her eyes away. Unable to move. Those cruel green eyes flaring wide, drawing her in, a shock jolting her so that she almost fell. A physical shock that almost stopped her heart. He smiled up at her. Not a smile. A gloating leer. A voice, sudden, molten, burning in her mind. Her mind, not her ears.

“You’re a pretty little thing, I’ll come for you later.” That molten gloating, a cat playing with a mouse. “Just what I was looking for. Run away and hide, now, pretty little one.”

Her mother’s bracelet flared on her wrist, a glowing white that recoiled from the evil presence below. Recoiled, faded; hid.

That evil presence held her, searched her mind, gloated over her. “She doesn’t know. This will be most enjoyable. Run away little lady of Chang’an. Run away and hide, I’ll come find you when darkness falls, you and your father, and we’ll play the night away.”

Abruptly, she was released. He rode on, his followers trailing behind, dust clouding the air. Ai-mee’s feet took her backwards, back all the way to the parapet, her face pale, hands shaking, quivering with fear. Who was that? What was that? How had she heard his voice? He hadn’t spoken, his lips hadn’t moved. All he’d done was look at her and she’d heard his voice in her mind. Some kind of demon and she was alone here, defenceless, her father of no use.

She had only herself to fall back on now. All she’d ever had was herself and she’d struggled and studied and intrigued and worked so hard through those years when other girls her age played at life so casually. The heiress of the Duchy of Runan had been worth a little in Chang’an, even near-bankrupt as her father had been. Scraps had fallen her way. Acquaintances had been made, allies found, other girls befriended, men of influence flirted with so carefully. A treasured invitation here, a garden party there, a cultivated dalliance or two. Almost. She’d almost tasted the fruits of her labors and now?

Now she was alone in a strange desert town, alone and afraid and without guards, sure that she’d encountered a dread demon. In Chang’an, you saw dwarves, outlanders in plenty, even the occasional elven embassy but you only ever heard of monsters and demons. The soldiers of the Son of Heaven guarded Chang’an well. They guarded Dalangazad too, but not nearly as well. Perhaps she could flee to the citadel, but one glimpse of the soldiers there as they had entered town a week ago had led her to steer well clear of them. Ruffians. No better than bandits, their officer some slovenly has-been of no more use than a peasant would be.

She’d trained with her swords, trained with her knives, trained hard, trained daily, just as she’d trained in the arts of a woman. Calligraphy, poetry, the tea ceremonies, the ways of the court, the flower-arts of pleasing men that every aristocratic girl learnt as a matter of course. But one girl, alone?

All she could do was hope to defend herself and that thing, it’d held her helpless, filled her with fear at a glance. Swallowing sickly, her right hand fell to the hilt of her sword, the sword that had been her mother’s, the mother she’d never known. Her hand clasped the hilt, not tightly but firmly. She wanted to flee. Somewhere, anywhere, but pride held her steady for a moment.

On her wrist, her mother’s silver bracelet flared white. Under her hand, the sword fed strength to her will, to her mind and she sensed that. Strength flowing into her hand, up her arm, filling her body with power and confidence.

Ai-mee shook herself. Blinked. Her sword? Her bracelet? What had happened? But when she looked down at her wrist, there was nothing but an ordinary silver bracelet there. Her mother’s, yes, but other than that, it was just a plain silver bracelet in a style that had been fashionable twenty years ago. She wore it always, just as she wore her mother’s amulet and her mother’s swords.

Her mother’s swords. They were all she had of her mother other than the bracelet on her wrist that her old nurse had said was charmed and perhaps it was. That and the small painting in its amulet locket that hung around her neck. Nothing else. No memories. No words from her father.

“Where are you, girl? I felt that? Talk to me.” Unbidden, the vision of him came yet again to her waking mind. Him, the warrior with long hair the color of ripe wheat, his face intent, lightening as he seemed to see her. “You are close to danger, girl. Evil sees you as its prey. I know you’re close, I felt the evil, I felt that power. Where are you? Speak to me girl, speak to me before evil finds you.”

Ai-mee thought to herself that perhaps she really was going mad. She could see him and see through him at the same time, a waking dream that was not a dream for now she was fully awake and yet she saw him, she heard him. Fear filled her. Fear of madness. Fear of this vision.

“Speak to me, girl. Please.” His eyes, those blue eyes, they pleaded with her.. Not the dark almond eyes of the Han, eyes like hers and her father’s. Outland eyes like her mother’s, the blue of the sky as her mother’s eyes had been blue and how her father had ever married her was a mystery to Ai-mee. It was those eyes that decided her.

Her mother’s eyes.

“Who are you?” she whispered, finding her voice at last, her words faint in her own ears. “Why do you haunt me?”

“She speaks at last.” His smile filled her with a glowing warmth. “I? Haunt you? Girl, you appear every night in my dreams, calling to me and do as I will, I cannot rid myself of them. You called to me, you call me now. I’ve been following that call for weeks. Months. Tell me where you are, for evil follows you girl. Tell me, quickly…” He was fading, fading away and she knew she was going mad as she sat down in that little patch of shade, rested her head on her knees.

There were hours to go before darkness fell and nowhere for her to hide herself other than the caravanserai and she wasn’t going back there. Not yet. Voices in her head. Visions. Evil ones. Demons? She might as well rest here, where at least she could rest undisturbed in her growing madness.

* * *

Night was lowering hesitantly across the Dàshāmò, the Great Desert. The burning red sun on the horizon reluctant to set. As reluctant as a fearful Ai-mee was to return to the caravanserai of Dalangazad. Dusk or not, it was still baking hot out here on the town wall overlooking the edge of the desert. Low on the horizon or not, the sun continued to exude a dry, furnace-like heat that sucked moisture even from the bones of the dead.

Even now, at dusk, no guards from the small garrison stood anywhere in sight on the adobe wall surrounding the small town. A scattering of peasants, tenant farmers or soldiers from the garrison farming their allotments perhaps, straggled in from the fields surrounding the muddy oasis making believe it was a lake, where the river ended and the desert soaked up all moisture.

“It’s worse than this out there, milady. Far worse out there in the deep desert.” Ai-mee’s heart thumped at the voice behind her, her head whipping around, hand flying to the hilt of her sword. Sudden awareness that despite her fear, she shouldn’t still be here out at the edge of town, on the wall, not by herself. Certainly not with dusk fast approaching, not with that evil presence that had gloated over her somewhere out there in the darkness. Who had that been? Why was she still here?

She should have heard him moving up behind her. How had he come so close without her being aware of his presence? There was something strange about the man, something that repelled her. A local? She didn’t recognize him from the caravanserai or the small market in the square. On her wrist, her mother’s silver bracelet seemed come to life, shivering, flaring a little with that white light that no-one but her saw. Her hand remained on her sword hilt.

“Messr,” she replied politely, non-committal, alert for all that. Displaying a little boredom. The mask one wore for one’s social inferiors. No different from the mask she’d worn every day of her life in Chang’an. But here the danger was different from the danger one faced in the halls and corridors of the Imperial Palace far behind her. There? Intrigue. Gossip. A cutting word. A glance. A gesture. A single word with the necessary inflexion. Ai-mee was nineteen, she’d spent most of her life in that snake-pit. That snake-pit of parties, fetes, gossip, innuendo, flirtation, intrigue and the occasional assassination was her life, everything she’d ever wanted.

Here? She knew she had no idea of the dangers she faced but still, she was within the borders of the Empire. Laws applied. The writ of the Son of Heaven ruled, even here, surely. Even that evil presence had to respect the laws of the Empire. A little shiver of fear ran through her all the same. Perhaps it didn’t. Whoever it was. Whatever it was. And the whore had said the Khittani were around. Even she’d heard of the Khittani, the dread desert nomads.

Beside her, the stranger leaned against the crumbling parapet beside her, staring out into the deepening darkness. “You think Dalangazad is bad, milady. It’s not, it’s far worse out there.” And how did he know her title, Ai-mee thought? “This is the last outpost of civilization before the true desert begins.” He shook his head. “You should return to the caravanserai before darkness falls completely. This is not a… safe town at night and I see no guard with you.”

“I am protected,” Ai-mee’s reply was flat, without expression. “My husband-to-be was to have guards meet us here and escort us to Jargalan.”

“I see no guards,” the stranger said. “And if I may be so impolite as to ask, who might your husband-to-be be?”

“You may not,” Ai-mee said. “And I am under the protection of my father, the Duke of Runan.” There weren’t that many dukes in the Empire. The mere mention of her father’s rank outside of Chang’an had brought most to their knees, up until the guards and servants had left at least. Unlike Chang’an, where the mention of her father’s name had drawn creditors rather than admiration. Derisive laughter rather than respect. In the end, it’d almost been a relief to leave Chang’an. Almost.

“Ah, so you’re the one marrying the Master. Your father is at the caravanserai?” He certainly was inquisitive. Master? He served her intended husband?

“Yes.” 

“With no guards?” he repeated.

“My father trusts in the safety of the caravan and its guards from here on.” Why was she telling him this, it was as if her mouth was speaking whatever thoughts entered her mind without restraint. Her mother’s bracelet flickered, shivered, faded as the stranger spoke again.

“Your father’s a fool, then,” his voice held derision and that was an inflection Ai-mee had heard all too often. “Out there roam the Khittani, the people of the deep desert. They trail every caravan, kill stragglers, attack in the dark and in the sandstorms, steal, pillage, torture, kill without a thought. You, milady, if they see you, they will steal you and sell you at best.” He glanced at her and his face, almost she read fear there. “And the Khittani are not the worst, there are things far more dread in the desert, dark and evil things that even the Khittani fear… perhaps better you should die first, milady.”

Fear coursed through her veins. Did this stranger mean to kill her? Resolution as her hand gripped her sword, prepared to draw.  She was a lady of Chang’an, trained in the sword, the knife, the fan and the way of the knifeless hand. At the very least, she could fight.

“I have my swords.” Her hand was steady on the hilt of her katana, poised.

“Your swords.” The stranger smiled sardonically. “Milady, you wouldn’t last more than a few seconds against those devils out there.” Another glance. “Dark is falling, I’ll escort you. Your father will by now no doubt be anxious to see you.” It sounded to Ai-mee suspiciously as if he was laughing at her. “Very anxious by now.”

It was dark, she’d waited, talking, for too long. That thing was out there somewhere. “I accept your offer of an escort, Messr.” He was right, it wasn’t a safe town, not by herself, not even with a guard that she didn’t have and she’d been a fool to come out this far by herself and to stay this long. “Your name, Messr?”

“Yogok, Milady.”

* * *

Drums beat distantly as they walked together in the darkness. Fast-beating drums, heady in the night, but distant. Distant, but also threatening. A warning, a premonition and Ai-mee wanted more than anything now to be safe in the caravanserai. There were others there, merchants, travellers, all with their guards. Some of them, lacking respect and offensive though they might be, would surely assist a lady of Chang’an who asked for protection. She hoped for that. She held on to that hope. Clung to it.

“This way, Milady.” Yogok’s hand gripped her arm, turning her down an alley.

“This isn’t the way I came,” Ai-mee said, hesitating, pulling against the hand that urged her on. Whoever Yogok was, he was strong. Strong enough to drag her into the alley and now she was no longer afraid. Terror flooded her veins as his grip bruised her arm.

“Short cut,” Yogok said, but, reaching for her wakizashi, she didn’t believe him. That steely grip dragged her around a corner, she stumbled with him against her will, through an archway. Abruptly and unexpectedly, into a courtyard dully illuminated by redly flickering lanterns.

The low rumble and mutter of leather-covered drums greeted her, beaten softly by calloused hands. Pulsating rhythmic throbbing that dulled and mesmerized the mind. Voices suddenly, loud, harsh. The unmistakable lash of a whip. A man’s cry of pain. A woman’s voice, moaning, sobbing. A sudden silence, broken only by the woman’s sobs. Predatory eyes under cowled hoods flickered towards Ai-mee who stood, frozen.

“This isn’t a short cut,” Ai-mee’s voice quavered. Sick terror now as she took in the cruel faces leering at her.

“It’s the end of the trip for you though, milady,” Yogok chuckled.

He raised his voice. His hand between her shoulder blades pushed her forward so that she stumbled into the pool of light surrounding the fire. “Shameless bitch was running around by herself with no escort.” His voice carried, loud and clear. “Promised to the Master and behaving like a whore. Master’ll be sure to let us have a little fun with her tonight after he plays with her. Take her with us and sell her on the market at Bator if he doesn’t want to keep her. Even used, this one’ll fetch a good price from one of the whorehouses there.”

“Keep your hands off me,” Ai-mee hissed, her hand on her sword hilt shaking.

“It’s not our hands you need to worry about, you pretty little thing,” someone spoke from the shadows. The laughter that followed foretold an unpleasant future.

“You lied to me,” Ai-mee looked towards Yogok, standing there, his face now contorted with what she instantly recognized as lust. The only object of that lust that she could see was her.

Yogok chuckled. “No lie, milady, I did mention that the Khittani would steal and sell you at best.” Now he laughed, a full throated bellow of laughter as he waved a hand. “Meet the Khittani, milady. We’re certainly eager to meet you. Of course, you may wish you were dead before the Master finishes with you and we start. Now, who’s for some Chang’an pussy after the master’s done with this one? Only one turn each, this one’s worth good gold. Me, I’m buggering her ass first, the rest of you can take your turn after.”

Ai-mee backed away from him, fear lending a tremor to her voice. “You can’t… I’m… I’m … my father’s the Duke of Runan. I’m to marry Wei-lan Pao.”

“Marry? The Master’s intending to marry some Chang’an whore?”

“Not a whore, is she. Look at her, that’s a real Chang’an lady, that bitch is.”

“Ohhhh, you hear that, men, we’re gonna get to fuck a real Chang’an lady after the Master’s done.”

“Someone take that little pin away from her before she pricks herself.”

“I’ve got something right here to prick the bitch with.”

“I’ll take it.” One of the men nearest the fire stood with casual ease, brushed his hood back from his greased hair, and reached for her. The scent of him wafted to her nostrils, thick, vile, nauseating. A carrion scent of things long dead and best buried deep. “Give me the sword, girl, and make it easy. You’ll live.” He grinned and it was not a pleasant grin. “Maybe.” His hand reached for her wrist. “Give it up, girl.”

A black knife flashing in the firelight. The hilt standing out from one eye. Instant death before her eyes. She’d seen death before on this journey. Just, this was so sudden; living, then dead. An instant of shock.

A dark shadow looming at the rear of the courtyard as the thing that a second before had been living but was now a body toppled to the flagstones. “Enough.”

Ai-mee recognized that voice. Instantly. A shiver of fear ran through her as the men fell back. Even Yogok paled.

“Yogok.” The Evil One was displeased. “You were to bring her to me. Immediately.”

“Master, here she is, a lamb to the slaughter. Easier than you said she’d be. Just having a bit of fun before we brought her to you, that’s all.”

“Enough with your fun, Yogok. Bring her to where I can see her.” It was the voice. The Evil One whose eyes had held her, a baleful shape behind the fire that burned in the center of the courtyard.

“Come forward, girl.” That gloating voice captured her instantly, wrapped her in invisible chains so that her feet moved of themselves, one step, then another, helpless, unable to resist. Ai-mee’s heart beat frantically, fluttering like a bird as her mind sought to free itself. Her feet continued to move, taking her towards the fire and she couldn’t stop them moving. She tried. It made no difference.

“Walk around the fire, girl,” the gloating voice held humor now. “Not through it. I prefer you uncooked to start with.” It chuckled and Ai-mee knew. She knew this thing, whatever it was, it was not fully human. A demon, her mind told her and her silver bracelet flickered palely. She felt a terrified agreement, although how an inanimate bracelet could agree with anything was beyond her as fear held her in its dark grasp.

“You’re right, girl,” it gloated, slimy tendrils seeming to explore her mind. Her mother’s bracelet flickered again, a faint surge of power at her wrist, a sparkling flare that it seemed only she could see for no-one else noticed except perhaps the Evil One and she felt his thoughts in her mind. He didn’t care.

The Evil One chuckled. “You really don’t know who I am, do you, girl?” The tendrils of his thoughts clawed painfully through her mind so that sweat beaded her pale forehead. “And she knows not who her mother is?” He laughed, a laugh that terrified Ai-mee as much as his earlier gloating had. He held a whip in one be-taloned hand, it lashed out suddenly, drawing a scream from the man she hadn’t noticed. “You never told her, did you, you old fool? And you brought her to me willingly? Oh, this is superb. This is exquisite.” That laughter again, his voice as scathing as any whip. “You greedy old fool.”

“Father?” Ai-mee found herself able to speak, her voice at least released. Her father, naked, hands stretched above his head, tied, fastened to a post. He’d been whipped and whipped viciously. Blood ran down his back, his chest, his legs and his eyes were wild. He screamed again as the whip lashed once more at his back, a wet slapping impact that sprayed blood outwards.

“Father?” Ai-mee disliked her father, he disgusted and shamed her, but this? “Nooooooo,” she screamed, but still she was unable to move, held in place by those invisible chains, only her voice free. Then, “Please, let him go. Let him go…”

“Ohhh, how sweet,” the Evil One gloated once again and she could feel its enjoyment. Feel it in her mind. Sharing his pleasure and his cruel enjoyment with her and for a moment, a terrible moment, she luxuriated in those thoughts.

“Even knowing you, she cares.” His whip lashed out again, a red flicker in the firelight, a wet swish, a slap, a spray of blood, a scream from her father, his body jerking and twisting. “How much do you care, my sweet fiancée?”

“Please,” Ai-mee begged. “Please don’t.” Then, panic-stricken. Horrified. “Fiancée? You?”

“Me,” the Evil One’s laughter was something cruel and evil. “And I see I made a fine choice. I will certainly keep you for breeding, you’ll make a fine little sow until I tire of you. I can see that the Son of Heaven has certainly favoured me, my beloved.” That vile laughter echoed around the courtyard once more, a cruel scourge lashing at her soul.

“Noooooo,” Ai-mee screamed, her bracelet flickering weakly. “Father! Father, how could you?”

“Ai-mee,” her father groaned, “I didn’t know... I had noaaaaahhhh.” His voice morphed into a scream as the whip lashed out.

“Silence, Duke,” the Evil One sneered now. “You will speak when I tell you to, scream when I want you to. For now, your silence is all I desire. Soon, it will be your daughter’s screams I desire but for now, I have another use for her mouth.” A wave of his hand and her father’s scream cut off, abruptly. “Now, my pretty little one, come here and serve your intended husband the way you will after we’re married.”

His snicker was the hiss of a serpent from the depths of darkness as he cast his robe aside and stood there, naked, exposed, his member rampantly erect, hugely priapic. “Come, my pretty little lady of Chang’an, kneel for me. I’m sure you know what to do with that lovely mouth of yours.” Those burning green eyes, baleful in the light of the flickering lanterns, looked deep into Ai-mee’s, those slimy tendrils in her mind fed on her terror, her horror.

“Perhaps while you serve me, I shall not use the whip on your father.” That brutally handsome face broke into a smile that was at once as brilliant as sunshine and as cruel as any demon’s face carved on the roof’s or in the temples of Chang’an.

Ai-mee mutely shook her head. No, a thousand times no. She knew, of course; a lady of Chang’an was taught from a young age how to please a man and please him well. Ai-mee had learned from an experienced flower girl how to use her body - her hands, her mouth, her lips, her tongue - to both inflame and to satisfy. She had brought the subjects of her training to their culmination many times. Ai-mee knew the arts of flirtation, of arousal and of prolonging the pleasure.

But no man had yet taken her, no man would until she was married and while her father had made this arrangement, this was not a man. This was a demon from the pits of darkness and while it might break her, she’d not yet been broken. She would not service this thing, this demon, whether husband or not, not of her own free will.

Her father would surely prefer the whip to having his daughter’s lips wrapped around the green shaft of this monstrous creature. As for taking this monster as her husband? Never! Her father would never have consented to this had he known.

“You think so?” the Evil One sneered. “Your father was quick enough to sell you to me and he’d heard the rumours. My servants made sure of that when they negotiated for you.” That molten white sneer again, burning into Ai-mee’s soul, flagellating her spirit. “There’s a reason the Pao’s have never appeared in Chang’an, milady, only our servants. Now, come closer my dearest and listen to the wisdom of your revered father. Come now.”

His finger beckoned, a calloused finger, the nails pointed talons, the skin of green scales. Ai-mee found herself shuffling closer, resist as she tried. Closer, closer still. The whip lashed out. Her father screamed.

“Do it, you useless girl, do as he asks,” her father screamed.

Horrified, outraged, sick at heart, Ai-mee shook her head. No, no, not even to spare her father. “You sold me to… to this, Father?”

“Damn you, girl, for what he paid for you, I’d have sold you to far worse than this.” Her father turned his eyes on the Evil One. “I kept my side of the agreement, Pao. You have the girl, you’ll inherit the title when I die. Give me the rest of my payment and release me, damn you. Even a demon must keep its word.”

“True, Duke, true.” The Evil One smiled. “Cut him down, bring him his gold.” The look he cast towards Ai-mee almost brought her to her knees. His head turned back towards her father. “Now, Duke, you may present me to your daughter as her intended husband.”

“Ai-mee,” her father groaned, falling to his knees as his bonds were cut, eyes darting from Ai-mee to the Evil One and back again. “Ai-mee, this is your intended husband, Wei-lan Pao, heir to the House of Pao. Messr Pao, may I present my daughter, Milady Ai-mee Chan, heiress to the Duchy of Runan and your bride to be.”

“A pleasure, Milady Ai-mee,” the Evil One swept an elegant bow. “Having met you, I look forward to fulfilling our marriage vows. If you prove satisfactory, I may even keep you for myself rather than sharing you with my servants.” He cast his eye around the courtyard. “All my servants.”

“Now, Duke, the deeds require your signature. Here, here and here. Sign the second copies as well, all must be done legally, we must keep the bureaucrats content. Please, no blood on the scrolls. My beloved, you will sign your name here on the marriage certificate. Yes, here.” Ai-mee found her hand moving, picking up the proffered ink-brush, signing her name in red ink, her mind screaming protests, her hand obeying.

“Your father signs here… yes, thank you, Duke. Now, I myself will refrain for now, perhaps later…” Those green fingers beckoned another.  “The witness, and… all done. Here is the gold, Duke. And you and I, my dear, are now man - well, demon - and wife. Or we will be should I choose to sign. I must say, this is indeed gratifying.”

He took Ai-mee’s unresisting hand, bowed, touched those dark green lips to the back of her hand. Stood. “Now, the nuptials and out here we believe in the old traditional ways, with witnesses watching to vouch for the bride’s virginity before the marriage is finalized. You are a virgin, my dear, aren’t you? Anything less would be a breach of contract.”

“Of course she’s a virgin, dammit,” the Duke snarled. “That was written into the contract.” His glance towards Ai-mee was angry. “You better be a virgin and you’re his wife now, it’s your duty to give him that damn blowjob, you ungrateful little bitch. Bad as that bitch, your mother, damn her.” His smile towards the Evil One ingratiating. “She’s been trained by the best, Messr Pao. You won’t be disappointed. Now could you have someone carry these chests to the caravanserai for me?”

“No need to concern yourself with the chests, Duke. Your daughter now, she’s very disappointed with you, in fact, she’s so upset that at this moment she wishes you dead and I feel a remarkable urge to be a good husband for just a moment. Well, Duke, what can I say, a good husband is obligated to satisfy his wife’s wishes and I promised you payment and to succeed to the Duchy only once you were deceased.” He nodded once. “I’ve kept my word. Decease him now, if you would be so kind.”

The Duke’s mouth opened in an abortive protest. Yogok’s sword swept up and down, slicing cleanly. The Duke’s head leapt from his shoulders, his neck spurted blood, his body toppled sideways, fell with a thud to the hard-packed sand that soaked up the blood in an instant. Blood that cried out to Ai-mee as a single scream welled from her.

“Ahhhhh, my servants, may I present to you myself, Wei-lan Pao, now Duke of Runan, and my wife, Milady Ai-mee Pao, nee Chan, Duchess of Runan.” The Evil One clapped its hands. “The wedding nuptials will now take place.” He hesitated. “Although I may perhaps take the edge off before removing my wife’s virginity. Where’s that girl? Bring her to me.”

Hands reached for Ai-mee. “No, fools, the other one. The one from the caravanserai.” His voice caressed Ai-mee, a foul oily touch in her mind. “But you, you may come closer. Come and watch, admire me and entertain me while I take my pleasure for it will be your turn next my dearest.”

“Father?” Ai-mee staggered forwards, her feet released. “Oh, father.” Ai-mee sank to her knees beside her father’s body. She’d wished him dead there for a moment, never expecting this and now her father was gone, gone forever. Despite her anger at his actions, at what he’d done to her, she mourned him.

“Ohhhh, isn’t this one a pretty little one,” the Evil One’s voice held a smile as a girl was brought forward, her face dazed. The flower-girl? The girl her father had brought to the caravanserai? The Evil One’s enjoyment flooded her mind and for a moment, Ai-mee felt a vindictive satisfaction. The little whore deserved whatever it was she was going to get.

“Oh yes, that’s my lovely little lady of Chang’an,” the Evil One smiled inside her mind. “I may well keep you. You show some promise.” He turned his attention back to the flower girl, one of his green-scaled hands stroking that priapic shaft as he took his seat in a chair that had been placed behind him. “Come, take your place on my lap, sweet girl.” He flicked her two gold coins.

The flower-girl’s hands snapped them from the air. Her eyes examined them, tucked them in her robe. A single fleeting glance at the bodies, a false smile on her face as she turned back to the Evil One. A flick of her hands and she stood naked, the bloom of youth still evident despite her full breasts. The Evil One eyed the flower girl and as Ai-mee watched, its member engorged, lengthened a little more, thickened and Ai-mee shivered with sudden fear. Even an experienced flower-girl would have trouble taking a member that size.

At the Evil One’s gesture, the flower-girl eased onto his lap, kneeling astride him, her face level with his as his shaft jutted upwards. The Evil One glanced towards Ai-mee, that molten smile once more jolted her. “Dance for me while this girl services me, my wife. Dance for me as a lady of Chang’an dances to arouse her husband.”

“Nnnnnnn…” Ai-mee struggled to find her voice, only to find herself unable to speak.

“Music,” the Evil One commanded, and at his word the drums renewed their beat, now a fast frenetic wall of sound, next a lullaby as soft as a spring shower, now a wave of suffocating power and heat overwhelming the senses as the priests who had emerged as if from behind a curtain of invisibility chanted. They were no priests that Ai-mee recognized, clad in long robes of green, shimmering scales like a snake’s hide, rippling and shining with a sick green hue in light of the flickering lanterns. Their voices rose and fell, merging with the drums in a hypnotic chant that held Ai-mee as the invisible chains fell from her.

“Dance for me, my beloved,” the Evil One spoke at last, drawing the moaning flower girl down onto his immense shaft, a shaft that slowly eased up inside her. “Dance for me.”

His eyes found Ai-mee’s as he spoke. There was a moment, a brief moment, where Ai-mee experienced visions such as she’d never imagined. Visions that tormented her and enthralled her and weakened her with sudden desire as those burning green beast-eyes looked into hers. She saw nothing there beyond a ravenous desire, an insatiable hunger, an unquenchable urge to violate and kill and take and that same desire filled her for a fleeting moment before his eyes left hers.

“Dance for me, my beloved,” his voice commanded, and Ai-mee obeyed.

Ai-mee danced her dance as the flower-girl danced her own dance. A lady of Chang’an, Ai-mee had been taught to dance from the moment she could first stand. All the skills of a courtesan that could be imparted without the actual loss of virginity were hers and under the compelling beat of those dark drums covered by the skins of who knew what, under the spell of those chanting voices, rising and falling as one with her blood, Ai-mee danced.

She danced as the courtesans of Chang’an had danced for four thousand years, she danced before her intended husband and his servants and followers, she danced before the body of her father as it lay behind her on the flagstones. She danced so that those watching her froze and trembled and burnt inside. Her dance was as old as time, older even than ancient Chang’an, a dance that women have danced for men since time primordial. A dancing whirlwind of fire and wind and storm and passion and sensual innocence and desire.

Her dance narrowed the entire world down to her and her alone, her feet flying, her body weaving sinuously, casting a spell over all who watched, bringing to life the sun, the moon, the stars, the shimmering of water under starlight, the sweetness of fresh grass under the spring rain, the dance of a young doe in spring seeking its mate, the dance of a woman for a man and her dance was one of time, of life and birth and death, the urging of creation, the need to give life, to give pleasure, the need to give herself to her intended husband.

Lost in her dance, in the rhythm of the drums and of the voices, Ai-mee danced on as the Evil One watched her, taking his pleasure in the flower-girl. Ai-mee saw on his face that there was now that same look of desire, of passion, of ecstasy, that Ai-mee saw on every face surrounding her and now all those watchers were chanting, the words incomprehensible, a song of desire and worship and praise, praise of their Lord and Master, praise of his prowess, praise of his manhood, now unveiled, now hidden, but always enormously priapic.

The Evil One’s hands now grasped the hips of the flower-girl, moving her on him as he watched Ai-mee. His lust for her burned her soul, whipped at her mind, filled her with fear and with sick terror even as she danced for him, even as she danced to arouse him to heightened passion and desire and she knew. His culmination, it was on him and the flower-girl screamed, the demon threw his head back, groaning, a horrifying ululation of satisfaction as his thick green shaft spurted his demonic seed inside the flower-girl’s sex.

In that moment of culmination, Ai-mee’s soul seemed to merge for an instant with the flower-girl’s. She felt that shaft inside her, long, thick, hard, throbbing sickly as it spurted its poisonous seed within her body, flooding her as it pumped inside her.

“Noooooooo,” she screamed, throwing out her left hand, the hand wearing her mother’s silver bracelet. “Noooooooo.”

Thunder rolled in her mind, her body vibrating, a tuning fork struck against some great piece of metal, a reverberation that froze even time itself for a long moment as the silver bracelet on her wrist glowed faintly, then blazed. Cool white fire, blazing from her wrist, filling her body, burning inside her, burning away the impurities, rejecting the memory of that foreign invasion, casting it out and Ai-mee was light and power and the courage and defiance that filled her had no substance at all but yet it was her.

The Evil One screamed now, screamed and cast the flower-girl aside, throwing her half across the courtyard and now that green shaft burned with a clear white fire. With that scream, the Evil One’s spell was broken, the invisible chains that held her evaporating in an instant, as if they’d never been.

Freed of those chains, her mind and her body filled with that pure white fire, Ai-mee prayed for an instant to the memory of the mother she’d never known. "Mother, give me strength. Give me the strength and courage of all my ancestors.”

Whoever her mother’s ancestors were, they must have been warriors for her mother carried the two swords. Her grandfather’s ancestors had been warriors. Her grandfather might have gambled the family patrimony away but still, he had been a renowned warrior, respected for his prowess in battle and his leadership of men. His blood and his father’s and his father’s father, warriors all, flowed in her veins and in this moment, she would not fail her ancestors. If die she must, she would die well. She would die fighting. She would die as a warrior, not as a helpless victim to some ravening demon lusting after her flesh.

Ai-mee knew. If she made no move now, her fate was sealed. Yogok was right; for a Lady of Chang’an, some things were worse than death and she would rather die than become what this demon from the pits of darkness intended her to become. She felt no fear now, no terror. Only decision, only a calm acceptance that death was upon her and she would fight to the end. That she would kill herself rather than suffer life as a demon’s breeding sow. Being sold to a whorehouse would be preferable, but neither was a fate she intended to befall her.

She would rather die and the white fire burned within her.

She stepped towards the screaming demon, drew as she moved, hilt in her right hand, katana flashing out and up. Cut from lower left to upper right. Hidari joho giri. A perfect cut, her razor sharp katana slicing through his neck as effortlessly as if he was one of the strawmen she’d practiced on day after day, month after month, year after year. All her life.

Her first kill.

Perhaps her last.

A line of red across his neck and she was a little surprised that a demon’s blood was red. A thin line, then thicker. Rivulets of blood. Those green eyes flickered, flared, burned, blinked, stared at her, suddenly confused, suddenly blind as his head slowly toppled to fall to the ground, his body following, red blood fountaining from his neck in great spurts. Her katana dripped red, her blade seeming to drink the blood, drink strength and courage, and Ai-mee screamed now, screamed her pain as her katana fed strength and power to her. Screamed her rage and her anger and her fury as she spun, leapt forwards towards he who called himself Yogok, standing there blank faced. Stunned.

Migi ichimonji giri. Reverse her wrist. Horizontal cut from right to left, sweeping across, taking him cleanly before he could react. Ai-mee momentarily watched the severed head arc through the air, wide eyes staring at her, that expression of surprise forever frozen in place. Only momentarily, because behind her the Khittani erupted, leaping to their feet, drawing swords, knives, daggers, whatever they had to hand.

Ai-mee spun towards them, sand and grit flying from beneath her feet as she took her stance in the arched doorway, meeting their eyes. Her own eyes intent, focused, calm, katana dripping blood in one hand, her short sword, her wakizashi, now in the other, poised, eager in her hands. A demon’s breeding sow would not now be her fate, but death might still come to her. Death might come but, here and now, there was joy, the joy of battle and of killing and of blood on the earth and on her katana and the knowledge that the warrior blood of her ancestors ran true in her veins. Here and now there was revenge for the fate life had handed her and if she died now, she would die joyously.

The severed head thumped against the mud brick wall, dropped to the hard-packed sand beside her, sat there, staring with her towards the Khittani. Ai-mee said nothing, stood there unmoving, poised, not edging backwards, not attempting to escape. Filled with the white fire that burned now from her body, a glowing radiance that illuminated the courtyard as if it were bright day.

Her stance tachi-ai. Waiting.

“Some of them might have bows.” The voice from behind her didn’t startle her. She’d been aware of the feet in the sand. Knew they had no hostile intent. Knew they were no threat. Not to her. Knew he was the beggar who had spoken to her at the caravanserai gate. Now she knew he was the warrior that came to her in her waking dreams.

How did she know? She had no idea. She just knew.

“What do you suggest?” She didn’t take her eyes from them. Tachi-ai. Waiting.

“How good are you with that pin?” He was beside her. Her eyes flickered. A gestalt impression. Strange hair, long, falling down his back, not flowing now but tied back, like her own. Hair the color of his hair in her dreams. Tall, pale-skinned, his clothes local, his bearing foreign, his accent as strange as it had been in her visions. Except that now he was no longer a vision. His weaponry even stranger than he was. A long straight blade hung in a scabbard at his waist, a long-handled axe in one hand, a large round shield in the other.

“Good enough.” Good enough that the Khittani weren’t rushing her. “Why don’t you leave now if you’re afraid?”

“Aren’t you afraid?” He sounded genuinely curious.

“No.” She wasn’t. There was no fear, only a wild exaltation, a desire to kill, to drink their blood. A desire that seemed to flow from her katana through her hand, up her arm, into her body, filling her, possessing her. “Are you?”

“No, I’ve fought Khittani before and I’m here talking with you.”

She smiled then. “Why are we talking then?”

Ancestors give me strength, she prayed in an instant. Then. Jin Jun Sal Juk Se. Advance Forward and Kill the Enemy. The white fire possessed her as she darted forward, the runes carved down the length of her katana now glowing with their own white fire. He moved with her, almost at her side, his axe flashing out as a spear lashed out towards her side. His shield brushed the spear aside, his axe stroked outwards so fast she almost didn’t see it move, splitting the Khittani’s head as if it were a melon.

Her katana flashed down, the head before her split, cleaved from crown to chin as she spun, cut, thrust, her wakizashi defending, parrying, blocking as she attacked with her katana, bodies falling like harvest rice behind her as she moved. Behind her, beside her, the warrior guarded her side with his shield and axe. Katana and axe flickered, blood flew and sprayed, screams rang out, at first enraged and furious, then panic-stricken, filled with terror.

Ai-mee blazed with that white fire, her katana demanding blood, blood and more blood, eager for blood, eager for death. Beside her the warrior’s face held its own expression of cold fury and now his voice belled out, full-throated.

“Laimh Laidir Adu!” His voice held the ferociousness of a black panther’s scream as it made the kill. Khittani turned towards that fearsome cry as he moved forward, a man possessed, his axe a whirlwind blast of fury crashing into the men packed before him. Those terrible blue eyes glared out as his axe found man after man, his shield now a weapon as well, crushing chests, edge hammering into enemies as axe flew and now it was Ai-mee who moved beside him, guarding his shield-less side, twin swords weaving and flashing as the white fire rode her, as her katana drank its fill, soul after soul sent screaming down after their master, screaming down into the endless pits of dark flame that awaited them.

Their movements were a blur of speed. Swords, axe, shield, all rose and fell, thrusting, cutting, hammering, slashing and it was as if time had slowed. To Ai-mee, the Khittani seemed immersed in syrup, their reactions too slow, always too slow as she slid past their blades, cut through their defences, cut heads from bodies, killed, killed, killed. A red wave of slaughter swept across the courtyard, sparing no-one. Khittani died. Screaming priests fell. Men slipped in blood and, slipping, died. Heads spun, separated from slumping shoulders. Brains splashed outwards and then, with a whistling howl, the warrior’s axe flashed outwards and the last Khittani died.

In the center of the courtyard, surrounded by bodies, her own untouched, the flower-girl stood, eyes wide, staring, trembling, her body naked, saturated in blood. Ai-mee glanced at her and she turned, turned and ran and then there was only her and the warrior, each of them coated in blood. The blood of the slain. The blood of those who had sought hers. There were sounds in the courtyard still, but now they were the sounds of death. Groans. A single shriek abruptly cut off, slow gurgling, the drip of blood, harsh breathing, a gurgle. Silence.

Ai-mee stood in the center of the courtyard, smiling, both her long sword, her katana, and her short sword, her wakizashi, dripping blood, coated in blood, rivulets of blood flowing down the blades, almost seeming to vanish into the steel.

“Soulstealer wants more,” she said, moving now, her blade flashing, ending a gurgle, another soul departing this world as her blade withdrew.

“Soulstealer?”

“It’s her name,” Ai-mee paused, eyes flickering to a semblance of normalcy. “She tells me that’s her name. The wakizashi, her name is Deathsinger.” Ai-mee shook her head, looking into those blue eyes, her body still filled with that white fire and now she could see that fire within him, fainter. Strange indeed. Strangely attractive. His eyes met hers

“I watched you dance,” he said at last, and when Ai-mee glanced down, he was visibly aroused. “Dance now for me, my love. Dance for me.”

“Here?” She looked around at the courtyard piled with bodies.

He smiled. “I understand it’s traditional in these parts for the consummation to take place before witnesses, after which the marriage is finalized. And as they were so eager to witness the consummation with your previous fiancée, I do think it would certainly be fitting for them to witness the consummation now.”

He eyed her as his fingers began to unfasten his clothing, one hand falling downwards to stroke that hard manhood bulging visibly beneath his trousers.

Ai-mee looked into his eyes and she knew. He was the one. But there was one small item to take care of. There. Wiping her blades clean, she laid them down gently. She picked up her father’s head, closed his eyelids, turned his face to the wall. Some things there were that the father of a lady of Chang’an should not witness, and this was one such thing. Turning back, towards her beloved, smiling, moving slowly now, very slowly, she peeled her blood-soaked top off, exposing her breasts to his gaze. Small breasts, to be sure, but she knew they would excite him.

Still smiling, she began the dance.

The dance of the beloved for her husband on their wedding night. The dance to arouse and inflame a man, the dance of a virgin bride willing and eager to satisfy her husband’s every desire. Dancing, she shed her boots, discarded her sam-foo trousers. Naked, her pale-olive skin smeared red with the blood of the slain, she danced for her beloved.

Naked and without shame, without embarrassment, without fear. Dancing the dance of the virgin about to make the ultimate sacrifice for her love, the sacrifice of her virginity, the blood sacrifice, sanctified before the gods and the bodies of those who souls would now serve her in the afterlife to come. His eyes on her burned, burned as the white fire within her burned but now death’s visitation had ended and the joy of life had returned. The joy of love, for she knew as his eyes followed her that this was love.

Ai-mee danced and as she danced, the white fire within her glowed through her skin, radiated outwards as he shed the last of his clothing and she reached for him, sinking to her knees before him, taking his rigid manhood in one hand, that white glow spreading to his body at her touch. His glow, it was hesitant, seemed unsure, but it was there. It was there as Ai-mee parted her lips, took him into her mouth, slid her lips down that long, solid shaft, taking as much of him into her mouth as she could, sucking on him long and hard, moaning her own pleasure around him.

He threw his head back, groaning, his hands clutching at her head, that white light bursting from his skin as well as her own, dazzling bright, the courtyard now illuminated by the glowing white of their naked bodies. His hands held her head, held her on his shaft as her tongue swirled, tasting, exploring that hard rigidity, savouring the taste and the feel of his thick length on her tongue, between her lips, filling her mouth. Ai-mee breathed again as he eased back, her lips sealed to him as he eased outwards until only the tip of him remained.

Lessons now recalled, she ran her tongue delicately around his glans, tracing the rim around the head of his cock, enjoying his shudder of pleasure, the grip of his hands in her hair, the jerking movements of his hips as he edged himself inwards, deeper into her mouth, shuddering herself now, looking up at him, wild-eyed with her own excitement, her own need. One of her hands found his scrotum, cupped him tenderly, caressed those delicate balls as her mouth moved on him and now she forced her lips down his shaft, enjoying his swollen hardness stretching her lips wide to encompass his girth.

The white radiance shone from both of them, painting shadows on the courtyard walls, across the heaped bodies of the slain surrounding them, and now his hands took control of her, lifting her head from him as he moved to kneel, moved her onto her back on the flagstones and the rock was cool against her back as she opened herself for him, parting her thighs as he moved between them.

“On your back,” he groaned hoarsely. “I want you on your back.”

Ai-mee reached down with one hand, her eyes looking up at him, drinking in the rugged handsomeness of his face, the love for her in those shining blue eyes, the strangeness of his hair and his pale skin. Her hand found his rigid length, clasped his silky heated hardness, guided him to her entrance as she drew her knees back, opening herself to him, offering herself to him, giving herself to him willingly, eagerly.

She spoke now, words whispered in love. Whispered as she offered herself to him. “I’ve never…”

“I know you haven’t, my love,” he said, his voice gentle. As gentle as his blood smeared fingers brushing her matted hair back from her face. As gentle now as his lips brushing hers, his mouth on hers, kissing her as no man had ever kissed her before, his mouth gentle at first, then hungry. Ai-mee found her mouth open to his, kissing him first as she’d been trained in how to kiss a man, then forgetting her training as his mouth devoured hers, possessed hers, his tongue now deep inside her mouth, meeting hers, tasting her as she sucked him deep, as she gave him what he wanted.

His weight was heavy on her, crushing her down onto the blood-slick flagstones, his hardness sliding against her, hard and solid, brushing the entrance to her sex so the she cried out at his touch, hard and thick where she was slippery with that heated excitement and that white light radiated from their bodies as the heated need within her grew.

“Yes, yes…” Ai-mee’s hand urged him to take what she wanted to surrender to him, guided him to her untouched entrance as he held himself poised, the hardness of his erection poised to enter her.

“You’re mine forever,” his voice was low, a deep groan of desire and want

“Forever yours,” Ai-mee moaned her agreement, her surrender, back arching with her need, breasts crushed against that solid chest, her slender thighs forced wide, spread-eagled beneath his weight as he moved in her hand, her mind as open to him as her body, experiencing his love, feeling his love and his desire for her as he felt hers, a joining of radiant souls as well as of bodies. Her hand guided him and this time there was no holding back, no hesitation. The swollen head of his rigid shaft found her entrance, her hand released him, both her hands clutching at his back, her body arching beneath him, her feet beating a tattoo against his hips as that thick cockhead stretched her delicate opening.

“Ahh... ahhh... aahhhh...” Her voice sobbed as he pushed himself inside her, stretching her around his thickness, tearing her virgin membrane with one hard thrust that drew a cry of sudden pain, working his thickened shaft deeper inside her, stretching her around his massive manhood. How that flower girl had taken the demon and survived, Ai-mee had no idea; what was taking her now was big enough to stretch and hurt, willing and eager though she was.

“Ohh... aaahhh... ooohhh... aaahhh.” All her lessons forgotten as that steely shaft took her, Ai-mee sobbed, she cried and moaned as the swollen head of his manhood ravaged her sex, opening her, forcing her surrender, a force to which she opened herself, gave herself, aware of nothing but his body on hers and his manhood possessing her and making her his. Hard, hard inside her, forcing itself deeper, forcing her to give, taking and he was deep now, deep within her sex, spearing inwards, her sex clasping his thickness as he moved, as he thrust.

“Ohhhhh... ohhhhhh... ohhhhhhh.” Every inch of him was inside her, he was pressed up against her and she was full, so full, impaled, unable to take more but he was in her, all of him inside her and her virginity was gone, surrendered, sacrificed to her love. Hard inside her, steely hard, there was no pause. Only that relentless thrusting deep inside her sex that drove her half out of her mind as he had her, almost drawing himself out, surging up inside her. Again and again.

Ai-mee gazed into his eyes as he thrust, deeply and hard, burying himself to the hilt within her delicate sex, stretching her channel around his rigidly swollen length and now he was taking her as a man takes his woman. She was his, his completely as he found his rhythm, his thrusts deep and hard, his shaft spearing into her again and again, spearing into her at the juncture of her thighs, lancing deep inside her body so that she cried out with every plunging thrust.

His hands roamed her body as he rode her hard, exploring, caressing, holding her as he had her, forcing himself deep inside her so that it was as if his shaft sought to reach her heart. So large and thick and hard within her body, a steely sword of hard flesh  that took from her what it desired even as she gave everything and Ai-mee’s excitement grew.

The feel of him filling her had her crying out, hands clutching at his back, at his shoulders, feet kicking towards the sky as he pounded his manhood into her delicate sex, hammering her slender body into the stone flagstones on which she lay. Their bodies moved slickly, lubricated by the blood of the slain.

“I have to,” he groaned, all too soon, for Ai-mee wanted this to go on forever, or at least all night, but his need was upon him, the demands of his thrusts becoming more urgent.

“Yes,” Ai-mee moaned, wanting nothing more than to satisfy him. “Yes, yes...”

He shuddered against her, thrusting deeply, the cradle of her thighs accepting him, meeting him, and her pleasure peaked in a soaring wave of light and desire and love and there was nothing else but him and that golden wave that swept through her, filled her, washed her away, her sex spasming around that thickened shaft which possessed her, and she knew his culmination was upon him as he thrust one last time, deep, so deep and hard and solid within her. His manhood spurted, filling her with his seed, spurting hotly as he found his satisfaction and Ai-mee wanted nothing more than to give him everything of her that he desired.

She took his seed within her, welcomed his culmination, her body his, her mind his, everything of her his in that long eternity of pleasure as her body arched beneath him, as her sex danced and sang on his pulsing shaft, as his seed flooded her sex and now she knew what the poets sang of.

Ecstasy.

Afterwards, after her mind regained the ability to think, Ai-mee revelled in the awareness of her own body and of his collapsed on her, his manhood still thick inside her. His breathing fast and hard, his heart pounding just as hers was, that radiant white glow from their bodies fast fading now, dissipating completely as he eased himself out from inside her, rolled his weight from her to lie beside her, propped on one elbow, looking down at her, smiling just as she was smiling.

“My virgin lady. My love.” His voice was gentle as he saw the bloody evidence of her loss, of her sacrifice, smeared across her delicate sex, red stains on the olive silk of her inner thighs. His tender smile, his face gazing down on her naked body, his hand gently caressing her filled Ai-mee with joy. The words that followed filled her with an ecstasy that she’d never thought to experience. “How does one marry one’s beloved in your country?”

* * *

“Sign here,” Ai-mee pointed at the parchments still sitting on the wooden table. “Here, here and here.”

“Uhhhh.”

She smiled. Outlanders! He would learn though, she knew. “Make an X, like this, and I will witness.”

“Like this?”

“Yes.”

He did, carefully. “We’re married now by your country’s laws?” His puzzlement drew a smile from her

“Before gods, before men and to the satisfaction of the bureaucrats.” Ai-mee giggled now, waved her hand at the windrow of bodies filling the courtyard. “We have witnesses in plenty to the consummation.”

His laughter joined hers, fading quickly as she sank to her knees before him. She took him in her hand as he stood naked before her, his manhood still colored with the evidence of her lost virginity, her blood sacrifice to the gods and to her husband. Evidence of the consummation of their marriage and of his satisfaction with her. A satisfaction she shared. A satisfaction she wished to repeat.

Immediately.

“May I serve my husband, the Duke of Runan?” She kissed the tip of him delicately. Now to put those years of training to use again, eagerly. Joy and excitement filled her but there was one last question she needed an answer to. She glanced upwards. Their eyes met. Blue eyes gazing down at her. Eyes filled now with love, just as hers were as she gazed upwards in love and adoration.

“May I ask one question first, husband?”

“Of course, my love.” Calloused hands stroked her blood-matted hair. “Ask.”

“What’s your name?”


“Wasted Years” by Nathan Ravenwood

It was late at night, and Rorzan knew it well, despite the fact that there no windows in the labs under the palace of High Lord Branna. Sleep tugged at his eyes, and the others had long since gone to bed. It wasn't as though he didn't already have a reputation for being somewhat crazy. Being Voiceless tended to give people that impression of you.

Rorzan kept an eye on the scrying orb, slowly turning a crystal dial attached to the side and watching the murky, cloudy images within. Every once in a while, an image of another world would flicker past, and he'd turn the dial backward to try to clear up the image. But they were always murky, and nothing emanated from the grilled crystals on the sides of the orb's base.

He growled in frustration and rubbed sleep from his eyes for the umpteenth time that night. His eyes hurt and he hadn't shaved in days. Because he was Voiceless he couldn't just Sing his face into looking decent, and had to do it the hard way with a knife blade and soap, which meant he only did it once a week because otherwise it was too much of a pain in the ass. Frustrated, he smacked the panel a few times and leaned back in his chair, growling again into his hands.

“Well, I can't say I ever heard that kind of singing before.”

Rorzan started, bolting upright out of his chair and bowing deep. “L-Lady Arielle, my apologies! I didn't hear you come in.”

Lady Arielle Gamron of the Trillian Isles folded her arms and stared up at him, a small smile on her face. The elf stood a few inches shorter than Rorzan, her lithe, willowy body covered by scholar's robes. Her hair was meteoric silver, flowing in wavy tresses over her shoulders, her long, pointed ears poking out from the sides. Her eyes were the same translucent hue as diamonds, and shone with the same playful sparkle. “I didn't want you to,” she chirped. “Now tell me what you're still doing down here and why you're not asleep like everyone else.”

Rorzan grimaced and rubbed his eyes again. Sleep sounded wondrous at that moment. “Branna's getting impatient,” he said, not feeling sorry about omitting the honorific. “He doesn't show it, but I've worked for him long enough that I can tell. I'm trying to give him something to work with but, well...” He gestured to the scrying orb.

“You can't get results when you're about to fall asleep standing up,” Arielle said. She patted his shoulder. “Come on. Let's go.”

Rorzan let himself be helped out of the lab. They went up the stairs slowly, Arielle making sure that he didn't pitch over backwards and fall head over heels down the stone steps. They emerged into the main foyer of Lord Branna's estate, with it's thick shag carpets and ornate stone murals, and turned west towards the dormitories.

“Do you really think what Branna and my husband are looking for is out there?” Arielle asked quietly as they walked.

“Hm?” Rorzan was having trouble thinking straight.

“'To find a Music that no one has heard before.' That's what Aramis told me when we boarded the ship to come here. Do you think such a thing exists?”

Rorzan stopped in front of the door to his quarters. In light of his longtime service to Branna, he was afforded certain privileges that many other Voiceless could only dream of. “If it does,” he answered, “I only hope we can craft an instrument that can replicate it.”

“Well, that's why I'm here,” Arielle said as he unlocked the door with his key. “To fill in the gaps in your knowledge.”

Rorzan chuckled. “I can't believe you're about my age in elf years. You speak like the oldest of your lords.”

Arielle smiled at him. “Give yourself a hundred years. You'll get there.” She gave him a lazy wink, then turned and walked down the hall. Rorzan stared after her for a moment, watching how her posture became more defensive as she walked towards the guest of honor suite she shared with her husband. Judging by the slight variance in the sound of her bare feet slapping the tiles beneath them, she was hesitant about returning to his bed.

Then Rorzan shook his head. He was Voiceless. He shouldn't be thinking such things. He ducked inside his quarters.

***

Rorzan only slept for a few hours, until his restless mind kicked him awake. He went about his daily rituals, returning to the lab without eating a thing, though he did pause to put on a fresh tunic and pants.

When he got there, Branna was waiting for him.

Rorzan stopped short at the entrance to the underground room. He hadn't seen Branna in days, as his lord was kept busy forging trade negotiations between his domain in Papreon and that of Arielle's husband, Aramis. Branna also had never really been one for the experimental projects that Rorzan did, preferring to order them to happen and then take a step back to let Rorzan do all the legwork.

Branna wore fine clothes, a dark ruby jerkin with gold trim that shimmered as he spun around in the chair to face Rorzan. He had one ankle perched on the opposite knee, and was bobbing it up and down slowly. He kept his facial hair angular and pointed, his beard not going all the way around his mouth, just up the sides, the beard coming to a point at his chin. It and his coiffed hair were salt and pepper gray, and he wore small glasses on the end of his hooked nose, behind which his blue eyes stared at Rorzan warmly with a trace of something else lurking beneath.

“Lord Branna,” Rorzan said, remembering his place and bowing.

“Morning, Rorzan,” Branna said, his Voice light and fluid. He rose from the chair and stepped down the raised platform. “Making good progress?”

Rorzan had hoped for more small talk; Branna could be quite chatty when he wanted to be. It would've given him time to ready his excuses. “In a roundabout sort of way, you could say, sire,” he muttered.

Branna's expression lost some of its mirth. “So, not good.”

“No, sire.”

Branna sighed, reaching up to rub his chin. “Rorzan, need I remind you that you're on a schedule. I need to have something to show Aramis and the other elven lords in a week!”

“I'm trying my best, Branna,” Rorzan said, intentionally lapsing in his use of the honorific. He and Branna had been friends for years, long before Rorzan found out he was one of the rare few who did not have a Voice and couldn't Sing. Only their shared childhood had resulted in him staying in the Lord's Palace and not being relegated to a manual labor job somewhere in the country's slums. “This isn't an exact science we're dealing with.”

Branna levelled a finger at him. “You told me you could do this!”

“And I can!” Rorzan said. In his absence of a Voice, Rorzan had committed himself to the study of instruments and sounds. The scrying orb to search for the music of other worlds was an invention entirely of his own making. “I just need more time, Branna. Please.”

Branna composed himself. He moved across the room to the orb, putting his hand on it's brass side. “I have faith in you, Rorzan. Never doubt that. But we are pressed for time. I promised Aramis something, and if I don't deliver it could make these trade negotiations fall apart.” He took his hand off the orb and turned to Rorzan, his expression unreadable. “Not to mention the fact that you've been spending a lot of time down here with his wife. He's very protective of her.”

“We've done nothing unbecoming,” Rorzan said, his mind flitting back to the way that Arielle had hunched over on her way down the hall the previous night.

“I believe you. But I'm not sure if he does.” Branna walked up to Rorzan, and Rorzan cursed the fact that Branna had wound up half a foot taller than him. “So for all of our sakes, I really hope you can make something happen.” He left, brushing past Rorzan to tread up the steps out of the lab.

Rorzan leaned his head back and took a long breath. He wanted to yell at Branna that science didn't have a set timetable and that things would happen when they would. But that would only pull them further apart, adding to the tension that had been building between them for years. Rorzan suspected that Branna knew it was there too, but neither of them seemed to want to talk about it.

He heard footsteps behind him and turned, wondering if Branna had returned. Arielle stopped mid-stride on the landing. “Apologies,” she said, blushing.

Rorzan took a moment to admire how adorable it was that the flush went all the way from the bridge of the elf's nose to the tips of her ears before he remembered his place and bowed. Arielle wasn't Branna and he couldn't take liberties with her. “Lady Arielle. Good morning.”

“Good morning,” she replied. She moved close to him and took his hand, pressing something warm into it. “Brought you this, since you seem to have a habit of not eating.”

Rorzan looked down. She'd given him a scone, dabbed lightly with honey and still warm from the oven. “You spoil me,” he said.

Arielle smiled as she brushed past him. “Well, you know, got to get that brain going.”

Rorzan wolfed down the scone as the rest of their crew slowly joined them. It was a piecemeal operation, just him, Arielle, two other Voiceless members of Branna's household and another elf. The elf was the other important bit, as it was her singing that powered the machine. She took a circular vox microphone in hand and sang into it for long periods of time, allowing Rorzan and the others to fiddle with the scrying orb and catch glimpses of other worlds. Unbeknownst to the others, Rorzan had also devised a system for siphoning off some of the elf singer's Songs into crystals hidden inside the orb's base, and used those to power the machine when everyone else went to bed. He was driven by something that he could never quite put a finger on. He always wondered if him being Voiceless was what drove him, as if he was trying to prove something to himself or someone else.

The day passed with little progress. The machine yielded some faint blips, but nothing more. After they broke for lunch and returned, Arielle's husband Aramis ducked in to watch the proceedings. Despite the elven coterie having been the guests of Branna's estate for the past month, Rorzan could count on one hand the number of times he'd actually seen the elf lord. The blue-skinned, white-haired lord simply stood at the bottom of the staircase staring about the room impassively, his hands in the pockets of his robes. Rorzan had maken sure to take several steps away from Arielle so as to not even suggest that something was happening. He left after a little while, and out of the corner of his eye Rorzan saw Arielle visibly relax.

By the time it was night again, the others save for Rorzan and Arielle left. The two of them continued to work, neither saying a word to one another. Arielle stopped at one point to draw her long hair up and tie it behind her head with a flax band, and Rorzan's eyes lingered on the nape of her neck for a moment before he jerked them back to the dials. “You don't need to stay on my account,” he said. “I've managed fine on my own these last few nights.”

Arielle moved around the side of the machine, stepping up on the platform where his chair was. “I'd rather stay,” she said quietly. “We don't even speak that much and I'm certain you're a better conversationalist than my husband.”

Rorzan blinked. “My Lady, I don't think-”

“Please, no one's around.” Arielle looked up at him with her translucent grey eyes. “Call me Arielle, Rorzan. Please.” Rorzan blinked, then nodded and grinned. Arielle sat down next to him, hugging herself about the chest. “May I ask you something?”

Rorzan fiddled with a dial. “Ask.”

“What's it like to be Voiceless?”

He looked at her. “Are there no Voiceless elves you could ask?”

She shook her head. “No. Insofar as I know. It seems to be a uniquely human condition.”

Rorzan leaned back in the chair, looking up at the ceiling as he searched for words. “Better I just show you, probably.”

He walked over to the side of the room, where one of his staff had left a lyre that they sometimes played to accompany the elf's singing. Rorzan picked it and gave it a test strum, just to make sure that it was in tune. Then he strummed the opening bars to a tavern ditty called “The Elven Maiden Fair,” a tawdry song, but one he was fairly certain Arielle wasn't familiar with. As he did, he felt a bit of power swell within him. Most of the times when this Song was sung it conjured an image of a well-endowed elf woman in a low-cut dress.

Rorzan cleared his throat, found his nerve, and began to Sing. “Oh, the elven maiden fair, she had such-”

He didn't even finish the first line of lyrics before everything went awry. As he played the tune, the magic potential was there. But as soon as he Sang, he felt a pins and needles sensation shoot through his whole body. All of a sudden, a bolt of magic burst from his hands like a cork from a wine bottle, zipping past Arielle and slamming into the wall. It left a scorch mark where it hit.

Arielle slowly got up from where she'd ducked down, looking at the blackened section of the wall. “Well, that was interesting.”

Rorzan sighed and set the lyre back down. “There you have it. Anything I try to Sing just falls apart.”

Arielle looked sympathetic. “That sounds like such a difficult way to live.”

Rorzan shrugged. “I manage. It's how I got so good at building things with my hands, and I've gotten halfway decent at a few instruments in my spare time. If you're condemned to never be as good as everyone else, might as well do something worthwhile.”

“I don't see it like that,” Arielle said.

Rorzan arched an eyebrow at her. “You ever heard of a Voiceless commanding an audience?”

Arielle folded her arms and inclined her head, a small smirk playing about her lips. “No. But maybe that's because no Voiceless ever tried it.”

Rorzan was about to answer, when suddenly the orb came to life.

One moment he was moving the dial and the orb was inert. The next, everything came to life all at once. The orb was suffused with bright light, the glow making both him and Arielle shield their eyes and lean back. “Holy shit,” Rorzan breathed.

Arielle's mouth was a perfect O shape. “What did you do?”

“Finally found the right place to look,” Rorzan said, suddenly feeling more energized than he had in months. With the orb lighting up like the spires of Parapan, he needed to know what was causing the reaction.  He reached up a hand, and slowly turned the volume dial up while fiddling with another crystal to clear up the image. After only a few ticks up of the volume, Rorzan was glad the room was heavily soundproofed; the sonic barrage coming from the Song emitters on the machine was bordering on one of the loudest things he ever heard.

And it was music unlike anything he could ever have dreamed of.

The sounds were like those of a lute, but distorted with a harshness to them. Yet at the same time, it was a strangely pleasant sound. It repeated in patterns, accompanied by the repeated takka-takka noises of drums. A man sang over the instruments, his voice deep and resonant, far more so than any Voice Rorzan had ever heard.

He hadn't even heard Arielle walk up next to him. She stared at the machine's speaker. “What is that?” she murmured.

“I'm not sure,” Rorzan said. He twisted the dials a bit more, managing to get an image of the world where the music was coming from. Before them was a massive stage unlike any he had ever seen. Rather than being adorned with crystals or natural paraphernalia, the stage in this world held constructs of earth and metal, upon which five men brought the music into being. Three held instruments that Rorzan had never seen before, looking like lutes but with much longer necks and flatter, wider bodies. They were played fast, the musician's fingers strumming multiple notes at once in repeated patterns. Despite the speed, they looked like they were having... fun. Behind them keeping a beat was another man playing what Rorzan realized was a vast array of drums, though far smaller than the ones he knew and arranged into a configuration with a wide array of tones within easy reach of the drummer's sticks.

But the singer was what truly captivated him. A man with a kind of squashed face and long, flowing hair, exactly the type of man that in their world would be Voiceless. And true, the man's voice was harsh, almost shrill. But he strode back and forth across the stage with a swagger and command that made Rorzan jealous. His voice soared, and it took Rorzan a moment to realize that the motion along the bottom of the image were people. Hands extended towards the stage, people picking up others and carting them over the throng.

“This is...” he breathed. Already he felt his foot tapping the floor to the beat of the music. “This is incredible.” He reached over and tapped several crystals on the scrying machine, leading to the recording apparatus that inlaid raw magic into crystal disks so that they could hear the sounds again.

“It's like nothing I've ever heard,” Arielle said. “And look, that must be how those instruments are so loud.” She pointed to the sides of the stages, where there were stacked several strange pieces of technology that looked like black rectangles with mesh grills in the front. Rorzan saw what looked to be thin black ropes trailing from the rectangles to the instruments.

“Arielle,” he said. “Do you think you could make one of those instruments?” He pointed at the elongated lutes.

Arielle licked her lips. Rorzan saw she was patting her thigh to the beat. “I think so.”

“How soon can you do it?”

Arielle shrugged off her robes. Underneath she wore elven underclothes, a shift and a pair of loose cotton pants. His eyes lingered on the small curve of her rear before they moved up her body. She rolled her shoulders, and Rorzan heard something click. “Give me a bit. But whatever you do, don't shut that music off.”

“Not planning on it,” Rorzan muttered as the elf hurried off. He turned his attention back to the screen. The music wrapped around him with it's volume, it's power. It felt like it tunneled into Rorzan's ears, that infernal note pattern running an endless loop in his mind. Yet as soon as the song ended and the band onstage moved on to the next one, the very next sequence of notes also got stuck in his head. In all his life he'd never heard something so hypnotizing, so powerful. As the man onstage doing the singing climbed to the top of the stage set, Rorzan actually leaned forward towards the screen. The man's voice was similar to his own. Why was it that in this world he commanded the attention of what had to be thousands, yet Rorzan was shunned?

“Back!” Arielle said, darting back into the rooms with a lute in her hand. Rorzan started – he'd been staring at the images in the orb for a long while without looking away once. Arielle skidded to a halt next to Rorzan, her eyes flying to the screen. Rorzan meant to ask her to start work on transforming the lute into one of the stranger ones on the screen, but both their attentions were held by the music filling the room and the men on the stage. Time passed, but neither of them moved until the music reached a crescendo for the last time, and the men onstage took their bows.

Rorzan's ears were ringing, but he didn't care. “That was like nothing I've ever seen,” Arielle murmured. Her pupils were wide, her mouth open slightly, enough so that Rorzan could see the curve of her delicate lower lip

“I'll be hearing those melodies in my sleep.” Rorzan said. “Please, Arielle. Can you make those instruments?”

Arielle nodded. Rorzan took a step back as she began to Sing in Elvish. The words were clear and crisp, with a flow to them that was traditional and born of years of practice. As nice as it was, however, the music that had come from the speakers already had a grip on him. He could almost hear it over Arielle's Singing as she worked. The lute began to glow, suffused with white light, as Arielle's singing warped and changed the wood and lacquer of the instrument. It writhed and twisted in her hands, elongating and flattening. She held a final note for a while as the change completed, then fell silent. The light around the now big lute dissipated, leaving it shaped like the ones from the other world, the body V-shaped and colored jet black.

“There you are,” Arielle said, holding it out to Rorzan. “Give this a try.”

Rorzan took it. The new instrument's weight settled nicely on his neck, and when he put his hands on it the grip felt natural. He ran his fingers over the strings, giving them a few experimental plucks. The sound was crisp and clear, but not at harsh as it had been emanating from the machine. “Excellent, Arielle!”

“Thank you,” the elf purred. “So what next? We present this to Branna and Aramis?”

Rorzan ran his hands over the instrument – during the bows of the men on the stage he'd heard one of them call it a “guitar.” He would be remiss not to call it by it's proper name. “Not yet,” he said, plucking a simple string of notes out. “I've got an idea.”

Arielle nodded as Rorzan kept playing with the guitar. “I learn how to play this, whatever those men were playing, and I brush up on my singing. Then in a week at the Gala I show everyone that I've found a way to give the Voiceless a Voice! It'll be a night no one will ever forget!”

The elf nodded vigorously. “You'll need a teacher!” she smirked. “Lucky for you, that's how I pass the time back home.”

***

Over the next several days Rorzan and Arielle embarked on a crash course as they figured out how to bring the new music they had discovered to life. They took several more glimpses into the other world and gleaned many important things, including the fact this sound had a name: heavy metal. It seemed appropriate to Rorzan. It was unlike anything that he'd ever heard – visceral, powerful, almost sexy in a way.

He and Arielle stayed up late every night, Rorzan working tirelessly to master the song. He'd had some experience playing the lute, but after watching the men from the other world several times and seeing all the little quick motions that were required of him, he conceded that this was on a level that he never could have foreseen.

Still, he wanted the freedom of expression that he'd felt in those moments listening to the music. And he was willing to work until his fingers bled to make it happen.

Arielle was a constant source of encouragement. Every night as the others left she slipped off her scholar's robes to her underclothes, rolled the sleeves up, tied up her hair, and went to work helping Rorzan figure out the workings of heavy metal. She'd also revealed another little secret – she could use an omnichord.

He found that out on the second day, gaping as he saw the spherical lattice of blue lines surrounding the elf. “And when were you going to tell me you could use an omnichord?” he asked.

“Hey, I could've never said anything,” Arielle said, defensive. “But I just figured that you might appreciate the backing of those drums to keep you on tempo.” She tapped a few of the small floating magic strands, and Rorzan grinned as he heard the tak tak tum of drums. “And it's not like it was easy for me to figure this out. It took me most of yesterday to pick these sounds out of that recording you took!”

Rorzan rubbed his eyes. He'd barely slept the past forty-eight hours. “You're right. I'm sorry.”

Arielle approached him, the magical lattice of lines turning to smoke around him as the omnichord passed through the area that he occupied. “It's alright,” Arielle said, her voice soft. She looked up at him, her grey eyes meeting his green ones.

Rorzan realized just how close the two of them were, and what their respective stations were. He fought his instinct to look down at the swell of her breasts against her shift, even though he knew they were right there. He coughed and took a step back, out of the confines of the omnichord. “Right then,” he said. “Let's keep going.”

***

It was on the fourth day that Rorzan Sang again, for the first time in over a decade.

The progression of notes was coming to him easier now with constant practice, his fingers flying across the strings with ease. He missed a note occasionally, but kept going. The swell of power he felt didn't seem to flicker or lapse even when he goofed the sequence. Arielle kept him on track, using her hands to tap the magical nexus that surrounded her and layer the drums behind his guitar. Her gaze was fixed on him, her eyes intent as she watched him play, her smile impish. Rorzan couldn't remember the last time he'd had a woman stare at him while he played. When you're known to be Voiceless, it became hard to get anyone's attention.

Rorzan didn't know what the man from the other world had been saying – the language was foreign to him. But there was passion and conviction in the man's words. Despite the fact that his voice wasn't clear and pleasant, he still commanded the attention of everyone who had watched him.

Well, if he could do it...

Rorzan began to Sing, trying his best to mimic the words of the man from the other world. He knew he was botching it, the syllables feeling alien on his tongue. But he belted them loud and with passion, feeling the power within him swell further and further. Then, as the song built to one of it's choruses, Rorzan strummed the guitar strings, and he felt the power surge. Magic surrounded his hands, and he directed it with a thought, as he'd been instructed to long ago, back before he lost his Voice. Wisps of light swirled around him, ruffling his hair and his tunic. He held onto it for as long as he could, revelling in the power that had eluded him for so long.

And what power it was. The fog in the crystal scrying orb swirled and changed colors rapidly, lightning flickering within it's confines. The candles on the walls flared, the orange fire turning a much more vibrant shade of red, casting the room in a sanguine glow. The soaring guitar part near the end of the song came, and Rorzan didn't miss a note, his fingers flying over the guitar strings. The wisps around him sped up, orbiting around him like magical missiles caught in his pull. Arc of lightning whipped around him, touching his clothes but not igniting them. Dust in the room swirled around his feet, a miniature sandstorm. The logical part of Rorzan's brain realized he'd only seen power like this courtesy of the elves, or whole groups of human Songweavers. Whatever heavy metal was, it was something powerful, more so than any other music Rorzan knew of.

He wanted to hear it forever.

Rorzan reached the end of the song, and the power faded, the motes of light disappearing into nothing as he stood there, breathing heavily and sweating. Then he was almost bowled over by Arielle as she ran up and hugged him.

“That was incredible!” she exclaimed, Rorzan acutely aware of her breasts smushing into his chest. “I mean, you were singing nonsense, but you were Singing!”

Rorzan looked down at her for a moment, a massive grin on his face. “I did,” he said. Then he wrapped his arms around Arielle and lifted her up, spinning her in a circle. “I did!”

“You know what this means, don't you?” Arielle said.

“I finally found a way to Songweave again!” Rorzan said. A new life unfolded before him – being allowed to own property, becoming Branna's equal in the eyes of the law, women not shying away from him whenever he went into town. He'd have to get the mark on his neck removed, but still.

“Not just for you,” Arielle said, leaning down so her face was temptingly close to his own. “For all the human Voiceless. We found a music that very well may change the world.”

Rorzan laughed and hugged Arielle close. She giggled and returned the gesture, her chin tucking into his shoulder. Her hair smelled like the forest. For that moment, their statuses didn't matter. They were united by something greater.

Then the moment passed, and it mattered again.

Rorzan coughed, and Arielle tensed in his arms. He let her down, and she slowly extricated herself from his arms. She brushed a lock of her silver hair behind her ear, and it was one of the sexiest things Rorzan had ever seen. “Right,” she breathed. “A couple more go arounds? Just to make sure we have it?”

Rorzan nodded, focusing again, wanting to feel the power of the music again. “Yes. And after we're done, I'll see about coming up with my own words to the song so I'm not singing nonsense.” He chuckled. “Gotta put the best foot forward for Branna and Aramis, right?”

Arielle chuckled, but Rorzan saw a dark look flicker across her face at the mention of her husband's name. He'd think about that look later, as he got ready for bed. He kept seeing her – her beautiful face, her smooth skin, the gorgeous figure that he had a pretty good idea of the particulars of now that he'd spent a lot of time around her wearing nothing but her underclothes. Then Rorzan realized he'd been standing in place thinking about all those things for ten minutes without moving, his cock achingly hard inside his pants. He sighed and layed down, promising himself that he wouldn't jerk off to the thought of her.

That promise lasted all of five minutes, then Rorzan made a frustrated noise and slide his pants down slightly. He stroked himself, letting the hand on his chest become Arielle's slender one, grasping at his skin as she rode him, the hand around his cock becoming her warm, inviting pussy. He lost himself in the fantasy, until he bucked up against his hand and coated his fingers with his own passion. Then he relaxed against the sheets, panting, sad in the knowledge that the fantasy would never become reality.

***

Rorzan stopped for a moment and let the noise of the party swirl around him. The most prominent sounds were voices. Dignitaries swirled fine wines around in glasses as they struck up conversations about trade routes and exchange rates. Scholars compared notes on scale theory and formulas of magical transference. Off in the distance several heads of state held court among themselves, possibly debating what type of scarf was in favor at the moment.

The other prominent sound was the Music that filled the Glass Hall. Seeing as most of the guests of honor were elves, Branna had cinched his belt a little tighter and brought in a quartet of elves from the Trillian Isles. Their Music was worth it, a soothing yet energetic rhythm that wove its way among those gathered like a heady aroma in the form of bands of soft light that dissipated on contact but gave one a pleasant tingling whenever they were walked through. The quartet's singer was the highlight, crooning a pleasant tune in Elvish that had summoned glowing witchlights near the celing. The witchlights pulsed and changed color often to reflect the highs and lows of the Song's rhythm. Occasionally one dipped low among the guests like a nosy puppy, and upon touch it burst into several more witchlights that floated up to the top of the room to begin the cycle anew. Rorzan knew that she'd been singing for at least fifteen minutes without a break. Elves had legendary stamina.

He knew that, had this gala happened a week ago, he would've stared enraptured by the Voice, marveling at the singer's grace and talent. Now, as good as she was, he felt there was something lacking in her voice, compared to what he himself had seen down in the labs. Hells, even Arielle on her own was a better singer.

Rorzan pushed gently through the crowd of onlookers, over to the cluster of heads of state. Branna was there, with his wife on his arm. They were speaking to Aramis and Arrielle. Rorzan stopped short as he saw Arielle. She was wearing what had to be the sheerest dress he'd ever seen, dark blue with a neckline that plunged down in a deep V between her breasts. The dress shimmered and winked in the light as she playfully tapped one of the floating witchlights. Thin fabric flowed from the shoulders and draped off her lithe arms. The dress also had a high cut, exposing just a bit more of her thighs than was probably proper.

She spotted him, her mouth curving in a smile. “Evening, Rorzan.”

Branna and Aramis paused mid-conversation, both of them turning to him. Branna raised an eyebrow. Rorzan knew what his Lord was staring at – his rather casual attire compared to the setting around them. He wore a plain black tunic belted with a red cord, black trousers and black leather boots. In his defense, he'd fixed the holes in the tunic and polished the boots, so he wasn't too frumpy. “Is everything else in the wash, Rorzan?” Branna said with a nervous titter.

Rorzan nodded. “No, but I thought this would be appropriate given what I have to show you tonight.”

Aramis studied Rorzan. “Branna hasn't informed me as to exactly what you're showing us this evening.” His voice was high and haughty, and Rorzan disliked him immediately. “Nor why you need Arielle's help.”

“Because I haven't told him myself,” Rorzan said, tamping down on his irritation. “I wanted it to be a surprise for everyone.” He squared his shoulders and looked the elf lord in the eye. “I think it's going to be eye-opening for everyone.”

Aramis held his gaze for a time, his eyes betraying nothing. “I will reserve my judgement.”

Branna tapped Rorzan on the shoulder, and the two of them excused themselves. Branna walked over to the edge of the room, away from the witchlights and the wisps winding among the guests. Branna turned to him. “Are you sure about this, Rorzan? I'm trusting you here.”

Rorzan folded his arms and looked at his Lord. “Branna, trust me. This is going to be transformative for everyone here. You, me, Aramis. Everyone.”

Branna looked off into the distance for a moment, his eyes unfocused. Then he looked at Rorzan and nodded. “Okay. I trust you.”

“You won't regret it,” Rorzan said, smiling.

The party continued for a while, and Rorzan began to cast nervous glances at the raised dais that would be his stage. A part of him wanted to reach for some wine or mead, but he didn't trust himself to play the song while even the tiniest bit inebriated. So instead he simply waited, humming the melody of the song under his breath as the elven quartet finished and left the stage.

Branna ascended the dais. He held a glass in his hand, and pinged it with a finger. He opened his mouth and Sang, amplifying the noise. His Voice was smooth and resonate like a fine wine, and soon every pair of eyes in the room was on him. He held the note for a while, raising and lowering the pitch as the glass continued to ring out. Then he grabbed the glass, and the sound stopped. “Good evening, everyone.”

Branna spread an arm out wide, looking out over the assembly. “I hope you all enjoyed that wonderful performance from the elves of the Trillian Isle, let's hear it for them.” A round of applause rippled through the room. “But now I have a treat for you. Something so special that even I don't know what it is.” He laughed, and Rorzan caught a hint of nervousness. “It has been worked in in secret by my faithful servant Rorzan for the past month in anticipation of this evening.” He looked over at Rorzan. “And I trust he understands the magnitude of what this night means to all of us. Rorzan, take it away.”

Branna stepped down off the dais as another round of light applause echoed through the room. Rorzan took a deep breath, then ascended the dais. It was made of polished marble that clicked beneath his boots. As he stepped up, one of the other servants brought up the black case that contained his guitar. “Over the last month I have harnessed magic to look into other worlds, seeking a new kind of music to bring to our world, to push the limits of what we think of music and magic. For a long while I was unsuccessful. But, with the help of Lady Arielle Gallaran, I was able to finally find something.” He extended a hand towards the audience. “And I would be honored if she joined me to share it with you all.”

Arielle strode forward, and behind her Rorzan saw Aramis glare at her. Clearly she hadn't told him she'd be part of the performance. He liked her more for that. Arielle stepped up onto the dais next to him, coughed once, then Sang a single note, summoning her omnichord. As she wreathed herself in magic, Rorzan moved over to the case and undid the latches. He withdrew the guitar from it and hooked the strap over his shoulders.

As he turned to face the assembled people, Arielle Sang another note. Her clothes became suffused with magic, and the fabric shimmered and writhed around her figure as it reconfigured itself. Within a matter of moments, the dress had become a pair of short black pants that ended at the middle of her thighs, bits of metal hanging off them, and a sleeveless vest that left her midriff bare and hugged her torso tight, pushing up her breasts.

Rorzan blinked several times. Many faces were pinched in curiosity. Branna had a surprised look on his face, and Aramis looked like he was about to burst a blood vessel. “You didn't tell me you were planning this,” Rorzan murmured to her.

Arielle winked at him. “It was a surprise.”

Rorzan grinned, then strode towards the front of the dias, running his fingers down the guitar strings. “Now, this sound is... rather intense. The place it comes from often uses strange magics to amplify the noise. It is also very powerful, even for a Voiceless like myself.” Murmurs rippled through the audience, and Rorzan saw Branna's eyes narrow slightly. Aramis still looked like he was having a crisis.

Rorzan looked to Arielle, and she nodded. Her fingers flitted over the magic strands of the omnichord, tapping out the drum pattern. After two runthroughs of the beat, Rorzan joined in with the opening chords of the Song. Almost immediately the magical wisps began to float around him, emerging from the guitar and flowing up and outward. As the notes rose and fell, he looked out over the audience – the first time in his life he'd ever commanded such attention, he realized.

Most of those watching had adopted that same pinched look that Branna had, a mixture of curiosity and unease. Who was this Voiceless who claimed to have a Song for them? He tuned them all out, allowing the music to flow through him, his fingers feeling as flexible as reeds as they spiderwebbed up and down the guitar.

And then he started to Sing.

Utter shock rippled through the assembly as Rorzan opened his mouth, sang words, and the Song didn't come crashing down around him. He saw Branna's eyebrows nearly shoot up off his forehead, and for once Aramis didn't have that haughty look on his face, just slackjawed amazement. He'd hold that image in his mind for the rest of his life. The magic came easy to him now, as he segued into the first chorus, the wisps began to glow and pulse with red and white light.

He spun around, continuing to Sing as he moved around Arielle. She was grinning, legs spread for balance as her fingers flew across the omnichord. She provided the backing to his lead, and in that moment they were in perfect harmony. He leaned in closer to her than was probably okay, but he was beyond caring. The light played across the material of her vest, winking and shining like stars. Arielle pressed close to him, not breaking her rhythm in the slightest. She looked up at him, her eyes glittering with determination and a fierce light. Then her tongue flitted out and licked his nose, so quick that if he'd blinked he would have missed it.

The second chorus came, and Rorzan spun back to the audience, laughing like a lunatic. A part of him was dismayed at what he saw. He saw confusion, disgust, even fear in some cases. But on other faces he saw smiles and admiration. Some were even cheering, holding their hands up high, or even just nodding to the beat. They may not have understood what was going on, but they were willing to give it a chance. Rorzan played to them, making eye contact with them as the Song continued.

As he approached the solo, the felt the magic in him swell, and he directed it at the ceiling. Flares of light burst into existence along the arches, casting the room into yellow, red, and white. Rorzan dropped to his knees as the guitar lead swelled, his fingers zigzagging along the guitar's neck as the song reached it's crescendo, his clothes and hair being billowed about by the magic of the Song. The lights blinked on and off, zipping down and darting around. Those who looked on negatively shied away from them. Those who looked positively laughed and applauded, chasing the lights with their hands.

Then the final chorus came, and Rorzan spun around on one foot while strumming, letting them hear everything, all the Songs he could've played in his wasted years summed up in this one, singular Song. Rorzan let his eyes close as he finished, letting the final note linger as he tilted his head back and took a deep breath.

Then he straightened up and opened his eyes.

If he expected the thunderous ovation that the band in the other world got, he didn't get it. Only about a third of the room clapped, most of them humans who he knew were Voiceless. Everyone else stared in stunned silence, as if they'd been frozen in place. Rorzan stood there breathing heavily, realizing that he'd become covered in sweat without noticing it.

His gaze moved to Branna and Aramis. The elf lord looked on in the manner someone might look at a beloved friend who just jumped out a high window. Then Rorzan realized that Aramis wasn't looking at him, but at Arielle behind him.

Branna was staring at him, though. And he did not look happy.

Rorzan let his arms fall to his sides. He took a stiff bow to the Gala. “Thank you all very much,” he said in a flat voice. He turned to Arielle, who was glaring at her husband. He reached up and touched her arm, startling her. “Thank you,” he said, then hastily added, “My Lady.”

“I...” Arielle began. Then she blinked and bit her lip for a moment. “You're most welcome, Mister Diavolo.”

Then, with his guitar in hand, Rorzan turned and stepped down off the dais. He knew every pair of eyes in the room was on him as he strode towards the doors out of the ballroom. Nobody stopped him as he pushed through them out into the hallway.

Rorzan strode down the hall alone, the guitar feeling like it weighed a ton in his grip. He knew not everyone would appreciate what he had to offer, but that many? He couldn't understand it. Could they not feel the music's power? Hear it's majesty?

“Rorzan!”

His name was shouted with so much force and venom that he spun around with a hand half-raised, expecting a blow to the face. But Branna was still a ways away, stomping down the hall, madder than Rorzan had ever seen him. “What in the name of the Gods was that?” Branna yelled.

Rorzan turned to face Branna, adjusting his guitar so that it was behind him. “It's called heavy metal, Branna.”

“I didn't asked what it was called,” Branna growled as he came to a stop in front of Rorzan. “I asked what it was.”

Rorzan glowered at Branna. “It's every Song I didn't get the chance to sing these past fifteen years!” he yelled, chopping at the air in front of him. “It's everything I was ever denied because of what happened to my voice!” He reigned himself in. “Branna, don't you get it? This music is something else... something wondrous. It's music that lets the Voiceless Sing! What's the downside to this?”
“You call that noise music?” Branna snapped. “It's too loud, too fast! And Rorzan, you're Voiceless! You can't fucking sing!”

The words were like a slap. He grit his teeth at Branna. “I. Just. Did!”

“That was a fluke,” Branna said. He held out his hand, fingers curled as he tried to grasp at something Rorzan couldn't see. “Do you know how much you just embarrassed me, Rorzan? How much I'm probably going to lose because of this... this stunt!”

Rorzan couldn't believe it. He'd found a way for the Voiceless to Sing, and all his best friend was concerned about was his kingdom's bottom line. He took a step back. “If that's where your heart truly lies,” Rorzan growled, “and where your priorities are, then I'm glad I did it. I'd do it a thousand times over if I needed to!”

“You will destroy that... that thing,” Branna said, pointing at the guitar. “And you'll do it tonight. I'm not asking you, Rorzan, I'm ordering you. And tomorrow you'll forget this whole thing ever happened and find some actual music for actual Songweavers to play.” Branna leaned close to him. “Understand?”

Rorzan stared into Branna's hard eyes, and realized that his Lord meant every word. He swallowed, the fire in him dimming as though a bucket of water had been thrown on it. “Yessir,” he said quietly.

Branna turned and stalked off without another word, his hands folded behind his back and his robes trailing along the carpet. Rorzan stared at his back, then turned and ran through the palace halls until he reached his chambers. He unhooked the guitar from around his shoulders and tossed it onto his bed, staring at it like it was covered in disease. It was hard to breathe, so he stripped off his tunic and tossed it in the corner, standing in the middle of the room bare-chested. He had a solid physique from a lifetime spent on his feet, working with his hands.

Not that it mattered. He couldn't Sing, not in the way that anyone would ever recognize as legitimate. His hand reached towards his neck, feeling the brand on the hollow of his throat. To this day he still didn't know how the sickness had taken his Voice – well, not taken, but turned into something else. Something that only heavy metal responded to.

Rorzan looked at the guitar on his bed, admiring the way the wood caught the lamplight. He'd applied a layer of lacquer to it just for the occasion. What a waste that had been. He moved to the bed. Picked up the guitar. Held it in his hand for a moment, admiring the weight and feel. What he was about to do almost pained him.

He spun around, hefting the guitar high to smash it against his bedroom floor. Just as he went to bring it down, he felt something grab it and hold it tightly. “Oh, no you don't!”

Rorzan started, his head whipping around. Behind him was Arielle, grabbing the guitar in one hand to keep him from destroying it. “How'd you get in there?” he asked.

“You left the door open,” the elf snapped. Rorzan saw the makeup around her eyes was running. She'd been crying. “You are not about to destroy this. Not after all the work you and I put in making it sound good!”

“Then here.” Rorzan adjusted his grip, pushing the instrument into Arielle's hands. “You take it. You keep it. You destroy it.”

“Like hells I will,” Arielle said, hefting the guitar like she was going to take a swing at his head with it. “This thing is going to change everything. You yourself said as much!”

“What's the point, Arielle?” Rorzan yelled. “All that thing's accomplished is make Branna hate me and make me look like a freak!”

“So fucking what?” Arielle yelled. A bit of her Voice kicked in at the end of her exclamation, a wave of force that slammed the door shut and knocked Rorzan flat on his back. Arielle stomped over to him. She swung the guitar around, and jabbed him in the midriff with the bottom. “That's how they already look at you! You know that as well as I do!”

She looked down at him, her silver eyes fierce. “So fuck them. Ignore what Branna says. This thing.” She tapped the guitar. “You were born to play this, and Sing along with it. I can see that much as clearly as I can see that you need to trim your chest hairs.”

Rorzan glanced down at his hairy chest, and at the bare elf foot resting upon it. He nudged her aside and stood up, brushing off his pants. “But how can I?”

Arielle looked up at him. “The same way any of the rest of us play. Just doing it.”

“No, I mean how can I find a place where I can play metal and not be judged for it?”

She passed him the instrument. “Make one.” She moved past him to stand in the moonlight streaming through his window. It caught her hair, turning it white. “Leave this place. Go far from here. Find a sympathetic lord and have him make you a baron or something. Carve out your own path.”

Rorzan leaned the guitar against his bed. “Take you with me?”

Arielle's breathing hitched for a moment. “Well,” she stammered. “I mean...”

“Why do you not love your husband any more?” Rorzan asked.

He expected a denial. Instead he got silence. A long one. Arielle reached up to hug herself, her fingers curling in the sheer fabric of her dress. She looked beautiful. “Being a lord changed him,” she finally murmured. “We were the same once – wild, carefree. We'd cavort through the forest and Sing to the plants, especially the ones we weren't supposed to.” She smiled. “The ones that stank like hell but were so beautiful when they bloomed. We'd get them to be massive, and we'd smell foul for a week, but it was worth it.”

She sighed, her expression growing somber again. “But then he was considered for a lordship and just lost the spark.” She looked back over her shoulder and Rorzan. “I stay with him out of loyalty, not out of love. But it's getting hard. It's getting very hard.”

Rorzan looked down at the guitar. That she'd been instrumental in creating. That she'd helped refine. That she'd helped him learn. He looked back to her, hearing the song in his head again for the first time since playing it in the ballroom. Arielle half-turned towards him, standing in profile in the moonlight. “And if you were to leave him,” he whispered. “Who would you leave him for?”

Arielle's head dipped, her eyes sparkling. “Someone who had that same kind of spirit, but on a level that couldn't be tempted away.” She took a step towards him. “Someone like you.” She pointed at the guitar. “But not if you give up.”

“Is that it?” Rorzan asked. He crossed the gap between them, standing in front of her.

“Well, I wasn't kidding about the chest,” Arielle said, with a nod of her head. “Gonna need to trim the forest here, friend.” She pressed herself into him, her breasts smushing against his chest.

“And what forest do you have of your own, I wonder,” Rorzan said, feeling a surge of power within him not unlike the one that had come when he played the Song.

“Get this dress off me,” Arielle said, and it sounded more like a command than anything. Her arms circled his hips. “And find out for yourself.”

Rorzan took several breaths, then hooked his arms around her waist, his hands cupping her ass slowly, just to make absolute sure she wasn't yanking him around. She purred and nudged her hips back against his hands, and he grabbed harder, each of his hands squeezing the delightful whole of one of her cheeks. A soft moan escaped her lips, and it was the most mesmerizing sound that Rorzan had ever heard. “Arielle,” he whispered.

She looked up at him and put a finger to his lips. “Elves traditionally don't say anything upon their first coupling,” she said.

Rorzan blinked, then nodded, then parted his lips slightly and sucked on her fingertip. Arielle panted, her hand on his waist squeezing him tighter. His hands squeezed her ass harder, his fingers slipping towards the cleft and spreading her cheeks. “Okay,” Arielle panted. “Maybe... maybe a few words... ah!”

Rorzan lifted Arielle easily, and she clung to him with her arms around her neck. He held her close, their foreheads pressed together. Then they kissed, their grips tightening as far as they could, their tongues meeting and twining with one another as Rorzan took steps backwards. Arielle whimpered as Rorzan set her down on the bed, then giggled as he slid down to the floor. “Forget something?” she asked.

“No,” Rorzan growled. He took hold of her dress and began to ease it up her body. Arielle's mirthful expression became one of pure need. She didn't stop him, just looked down at him. Rorzan slowly lifted the dress up her knees, then her thighs, then her hips. Her legs parted slightly. Her pussy was the same anatomically as a human woman's, her pubic hair the same shade of gray as her hair but trimmed neatly.

As Rorzan spread her legs wider, Arielle reached down the side hem of her dress and slowly undid a thread there, invisible to the naked eye. The seam opened up, and she peeled back the dress, exposing her belly and navel. Rorzan looked up her body appreciatively as he kissed where her bush met her pussy, her clit already erect against his tongue. She took in a sharp breath. “Oh! Been a while since... since anyone did that...”

Rorzan breathed out through his nose, tickling her mons as his tongue probed her damp labia. Then he dove in, burying his face in her crotch, her scent strong in his nose and her taste fragrant on his tongue. She gasped and let her head flop back, one of her hands finding the back of his head and pushing him further in. His tongue flicked out, dipping into her heat. Her legs spread wider, her heels resting on his shoulders. He heard her hands scratch against the sheets, her breathing becoming more ragged. He licked up and down her labia, swirling his tongue along her damp folds. She tasted wonderful.

“Yes...” she breathed. “Rorzan, yes...”

Hearing his name moaned fueled him, making him feel powerful like the song had. His hands cupped her thighs, squeezing and kneading them much to Arielle's delight. She twitched and gasped as he worked, until she lightly tapped her heel against his shoulder. “E-easy, easy!”

Rorzan leaned back, breathing heavily as he looked up at her. “Had enough?”

“Not nearly,” Arielle purred. She lifted her dress past her chest. Her breasts came into view, small and perky, her rosy nipples erect and wanting. Rorzan crawled up onto the bed, taking one into his mouth and sucking. Arielle gasped, her hands scrabbling around his pants, cupping the erection straining against the fabric.

They pressed against each other and kissed again, Rorzan letting his weight rest atop Arielle. She hummed into his mouth, her tongue flicking against his teeth. Then quick as a flash she rolled them over, so she was astride him. Her dress was fully undone at that point, hanging off her shoulder like a cloak, leaving one breast exposed. She reached up and brushed it away. Rorzan took a breath as he took in her naked body. She was far more lithe than he had anticipated, but her breasts were full and thick, her nipples standing stiffly at attention.

Arielle reached back and undid the twine braiding her hair. Her silver locks fell free, spilling over her shoulders like liquid mercury. She held his gaze, not looking down once as her deft fingers worked at his pants, drawing them down and letting his cock spring free. “My my,” she purred.

Rorzan bit his lip. “I can't promise I'll last long,” he murmured. “It's been a while.”

Arielle smiled down at him as she finished taking off his pants. She straddled him, nesting his cock into the cleft of her ass, grinding herself against his shaft. “Then I guess we'll have to go until I'm satisfied.” She winked at him. “As many times as that takes.”

Before Rorzan could formulate a response Arielle lifted her hips and impaled herself upon him, both of them crying out as one. “Fuck,” Arielle said, a lone lock of her silver hair in front of her mouth. “You're so much... oh...” She began to undulate her hips back and forth as she rode him, their hips slapping together with light paps.

Rorzan reached up and grabbed hold of her, drawing her down to him so he could kiss her again. He crushed her to him, feeling her smooth skin against his own as they made love. They clung to each other, letting the only sounds in the room be that of their meeting bodies, saying everything with pants, growls, and singular words, a music that nothing, not even heavy metal, could match.

“Yes.”

“Here.”

“Oh.”

“Fuck yes.”

They rolled over together, so Arielle was on her back again, and Rorzan drove himself into her. If the Song he'd played in the ballroom was every song he'd never had the chance to Sing in years, then this moment with Arielle was every woman he'd ever missed out on. Her legs hugged him tightly, her moans sending shivers down his spine as her hands grabbed his body for purchase. Arielle's pussy was tight, plucking every sensitive spot along Rorzan's length and making him groan as he slammed himself into her. Her hands found the back of his neck and their eyes met. “Your moans are as good as your Singing,” she panted, her eyes glazed over in bliss.

Rorzan wrapped his arms around Arielle and bucked his hips into her savagely. Arielle squeaked in time with his thrusting, then stopped making noise at all, her mouth hanging open wordlessly as she bucked and quivered against him. Rorzan felt her pussy ripple and clench around him, and he squeezed her as hard he dared. He thrust into her, hard, then let out a strangled gasp as he felt his release come. His cock spasmed inside her warmth, shooting his passion deep inside her. Arielle's lips found his again as she held him, the both of them united in a way that neither had been in some time. Their frenzied groping turned into soft caresses, their kisses losing their fire but gaining a lingering tenderness.

“Now that,” Arielle whispered. “Was as good as I thought it would be.” They rolled over again together, and she sat up atop him, her hands trailing down his body, tangling in his chest hair. “Though seriously – this has got to be taken care of.”

Rorzan laughed, harder than he had in a long while. “Okay, okay, I get it!” He looked up at Arielle, his face growing more pensive. “You're serious, aren't you?”

“Hmm?”

“The leaving. Together. You do realize that both our names will be mud.”

Arielle folded her arms, neatly shelving her breasts. “I do. And I don't give a damn.”

Rorzan looked around the room, at all the trappings of his life. He looked at the guitar, still resting against the side of the bed.

Then he looked up at Arielle and nodded. “Then let's go.”

***

The next morning, the two of them walked into the square at the edges of Branna's fiefdom. Most of the passerby turned to stop and stare at them, and Rorzan saw recognition flicker across a few faces; he realized word of what he had done had passed through the domain fairly quickly.

Arielle confirmed his hunch. She was dressed conservatively in a traveling cloak and hood, a sack of supplies on her back. “Looks like they already know,” she said.

Rorzan saw the town guards moving atop the wall to the outside world. He rolled his shoulders and walked towards the gate. “Then let's not disappoint them.”

He and Arielle walked around the statue of Branna in the center of the plaza. He saw the guards drawing lyres, their commander wielding a violin. Rorzan reached around his shoulder and whipped the guitar off his back.

As the commander gave the order to attack, him and his men all Sang as one, plucking single, clear notes on their instruments. Their magic took the form of javelins, all of them shooting right towards Rorzan.

Rorzan strummed the guitar's strings once, and Sang a single note.

A wave of force rippled out from the guitar, a magical shockwave that swatted all the incoming projectiles out of the air like flies. It shot up to the wall ramparts, bowling over everyone there. Rorzan turned, letting his fingers play what came naturally on the guitar's higher registers. He played a long string of notes, ending with a flourish and releasing his power into the sky. A lightning bolt crashed down from out of nowhere, smiting the statue of Branna and shattering it into pieces.

Most around them ran. But a few stayed, awed by the power they had just displayed. Rorzan looked at them all in turn, then turned and played another series of notes, this time blasting the wall gates wide open. The open road stretched before him and Arielle. He looked at her. She nodded, grinning wildly.

“Alright,” Rorzan said, hearing a new Song beginning to form in his head. “Let's make up for wasted years, shall we?”


"Valkyrja" by Mak Long

Black smoke crested the horizon. The bleeding red sun was dying behind it, sinking low over parched thickets. In the maquis shrouding the wind-wracked cliff-faces of the northern shores of the Middle Sea, vegetation was nothing but a thin scrubland of thorny shrubs and decrepit trees, roots struggling against the ochre schist. An ardent furnace by day and utter desolation by night. This hard wind-beaten and wave-forged land was called Mareterra in the tongue of the Southlanders. The motherland who had suckled the serene and haughty Free Cities at her bosom since before the dawn of the Commonwealth.

The gunner clasped the cool sandalwood grip of her jezail and drew a laboured breath. If the blast had been just a few hands closer, it would have rent her body in two. Instead, the force of the detonation had sent her rolling like a child’s marble down a steep incline. Dry, red earth coated the segmented leather plates of her cuirass. There, it mixed with fresh blood, forming a dark paste, smelling of stone and iron.

Slowly, deliberately, she removed a leather gauntlet and inspected her side. She knew from experience she would not feel pain until a little after the wound had been produced. It took a few moments of tentative prodding, but finally the reflexive spasm lanced through her, travelling like quickened aether up her spine and between her ears. The cut was deep, the blood flow stanched only by her undershirt and the accumulated dust.

Shrapnel.

The gunner exhaled. Coppery blood welled in her mouth. Something was broken inside. Perhaps a rib. She sat up, leaning on her healthy side, using her jezail like a staff to support her weight. A dull ache arced through her shell-shocked limbs.

Pain is Her caress; war is Her blessing; and sacrifice is our Ascendance; pain is Her caress - the inane litany helped her suppress the wrenching agony long enough to stand. It had been the first thing they had taught her when she volunteered to join the Order. The Ring-Giver of her native herath had come down to the farmstead in person to press two marks of silver into her palm. Her life-price. It was then that she ceased to be a freewoman and became bound in arms to the Order.

You will serve us and see the world.

The ringing in the gunner’s ears had ceased. In her mouth, a raw taste like bile mingled with brine. She knew if she was to survive, she had to move. Her company had been scattered by the blast and she had left a blood trail. With nightfall, it would attract predators. Tawny dholes or even the poison-tongued lindorms that cried out each night under scarlet moonlight from the solitude of their hilltop eyries.

The gunner hastened across the sun-scorched earth. It was only slightly cooler in the early evening than it had been in the torrid swelter of the afternoon. She pulled her tattered blue cape tight over her shoulder, instinctively shielding her wound. Each step brought with it a searing, visceral pang. She felt a hot, thick welling of fluid under her cuirass.

It’s just blood.

She had suffered worse wounds and she would not be laid low by an insolent fragment of metal. Not after five victorious campaigns. She had survived the siege of the black-walled mountain redoubt Aran, going without food for half a moon and without water for three days. Under the Seraph-Gates of proud and decadent Ramassu, she had led a forlorn hope while the dragon-mouths of a hundred bronze bombards vomited fire in her path. And she had lived, even while her sisters-in-arms fell around her.

I have this much still left in me. Enough not to die here.

She stumbled through a lattice of ancient and twisted branches. The sharp, spicy aroma of ripe juniper berries lingered thick in the air. Underfoot, her boot caught in a protruding root and she found herself careening through a phalanx of thorns, reaching out, as if she were blind, for the nearest support. Memories began to bubble through the red haze of her thoughts.

Hildr needed her. Campaign hacksilver was the only thing keeping the farmstead with its wan sheaves of rye and stringy but hardy cattle going. Almost everyone else was gone. Either dead after three sunless winters or southbound for the Scaw where the ice floes still melted in summer. 

One, two, three, four, five; one sun, two moons, three Guide Stars, four seas, five directions – a child’s rhyme, humming faint and distant under the veneer of her conscious mind. The gunner bit her lip and forced herself to stay alert. Her thoughts wandered to the canvas pouch strapped to her belt. She estimated she had enough powder for two, maybe three shots. Should a beast or dacoit cross her path, all she needed was one clean strike.

Soldiering was her calling. An art she had made her own. Her aim was truer and her instinct sharper than a veteran of a dozen campaigns. She had always known the path of arms would become her life. Or at least she had known the day she furtively abandoned the winnowing to watch a mounted regiment ride through the gatehouse, headed towards the south. But the Order would never have allowed one like her to become a shieldmaiden, much less a landsknecht. The ornate breastplates and heavy labrys axes with platinum filigree belonged to those of pure Ascendant stock, with bloodlines documented on vellum and traceable fifteen generations back. Though she had soon learnt there was no cavalry formation, Ascendant or otherwise, which could withstand a volley or two of well-drilled gunfire. That realisation had brought her a profound satisfaction. Success in war depended on thought, discipline, and organisation – and had nothing at all to do with breeding.

The gunner forced her burning muscles to a brisk march. Her heartbeat seized and pulsed in her chest – a frantic, monotone thrumming. In the direction of the setting sun, she spied a thick cluster of low bushes interspersed with fleshy, spiked bulbs, deep-rooted in the parched slate soil. She knew they would bear fruit at this time of the year. Rough-skinned, oblong globes the colour of clotted blood she could split open to reveal long filaments of dark seeds suspended in firm, translucent flesh smelling of rosehips. She had been in Southlands long enough to learn its rhythms. After all, such was the art of a gunner: observe, understand, and apply.

She pressed on. When she next looked up to see the sky, the sun had almost finished its descent into the trackless edge of the world. Slumped by the rough trunk of a silver-leafed tree, the gunner paused to flush her wound with the warm, brackish remnants of her canteen. The bleeding had subsided, but dry blood now crusted her belly and thigh, forming a stiff, painful carapace. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand and found her spittle flecked with pink.

In that instant, a cold, creeping fear seized her. It was not the prospect of death. To fall in battle was the only death fit for an initiate of the Order. But if all things were good in their time this was not the right time for her to come to the Halls of the Slain. She had promised – no, Hildr had made her swear - she would return before the first rays of spring to help in hacking the fat, purple kohlrabi from the frozen soil.

She gripped the silvered barrel of her jezail tight. Two oaths I have given. One to the Order and one to her. And a freeborn Ortho woman never broke her oath. She gave her soul in bond each time she made a promise. 

By the time she resumed her trek, the sun had set and the milky channel of the Cosmic Sea meandered on its way across the darkening sky. Above, the firstborn silver moon loomed full and radiant, though her sister was still half-obscured, presenting only a reddish crescent behind the veil of night.

The gunner willed herself to steady her breathing. With discipline, the jarring spasms in her side would become a mere state of mind - a disembodied sensation incapable of harming her. If she could survive the night, she reckoned a patrol by early light would find her. And if the Vigilant Maiden held her in favour, her wound would not become putrid.

Far away, an intermittent clicking resounded behind the tightly-drawn ranks of desiccated trees lining the hills like hunchbacked legionaries. Clicking that sounded like the metallic ring of her jezail’s wheel-lock mechanism each time she fired.

She clutched the gun closer to her, forefinger pressed against the trigger. She stood upon a vantage of extruded rock colonised by some of the hardier shrubs. In three directions, the terrain sloped downwards – gently, but enough to provide the benefit of elevation. Her position was defensible. Anything in her field of vision at a hundred or so paces could be brought down with reasonable accuracy.

In training and under fire she had been the best. Sharp vision and a steady hand were necessary, but not sufficient. The true skill of a gunner was in her judgement. In its essence, her trade was a methodical art, where thought and timing were sovereign. That suited a woman of her disposition. Long silences punctuated by the occasional burst of ignited gunpowder reminded her of how she could spend a day from the sun at its arrogant peak until it slunk back, defeated, on the western rim of the horizon simply chopping wood or digging peat. Alone – her thoughts and her actions moving as one.  

Why did you take up the Path? A stir of voices prodded in her mind with the malicious insistence of one who already knows the answer to the question posed.

To have the privilege of dying on my feet, rather than living on my knees, the gunner mouthed the words into a darkness that was, in her mind, both the languid oblivion of Hildr’s embrace and the crepuscular penumbra of the sun-baked maquis.

Living on my knees. The gunner thought of her mother, thin and haggard and tightly wrapped in a woollen cloak on the funeral pyre, worldly possessions all bundled up tight with worn linen, washed countless times over.

She had never believed there was any gain to be had from letting her memories slip loose from where she kept them penned in and harmlessly inchoate. Now they whispered, chattered, and cajoled. They wormed their way through the delirium of exhaustion, flooding her conscious mind with the image of a leaden sky on a late spring afternoon in the shadow of granite walls.

The sparring pit was dug out of the black earth, still hard with ice crystals. A paling of rime-crusted pine logs fastened with bands of blackened iron formed the precinct, behind which the spectators gathered.

A torrent of expectant clamour and, behind her, the only voice that mattered spoke, “Win.”

It was the first time she heard Hildr speak in that voice. It was not the voice of the quiet, industrious woman who would have been a girl two summers ago. No, this time Hildr’s words carried the steel of command – and they cut deep and true.

Hildr’s long fingers, strong and soothing, gripped the gunner’s biceps and kneaded her shoulders, smoothing russet nut oil on pale skin. Even through the clumsy filter of memory, the scene was tactile – visceral. She could smell the deep, rich fragrance of the oil, the dark, mineral aroma of the thawing earth. She clenched her fists, leather straps tightening reflexively in her grip. The damp sod underfoot was cold and unyielding. Raising her eyes, she saw the glint of titanic granite walls surmounted by baleful, smoke-ringed fortress watchfires.

She felt like she was there again: muscles tensed, her lungs bellows igniting each incipient motion of her arms, her legs. Her nerves were numbed by the weight of the occasion.

“You always win,” Hildr reminded her, breath misting in the pitilessly frigid air.

“I won on market days at the herath-fair. This is different. Half of Ortho north of the Scaw must be here.”

“You won then and you'll win now.”

Casting a glance to her side, she spied a dais of varnished yew raised up on the iced flagstones of the fortress courtyard. Atop it stood a ring-mailed guardswoman wrapped in a woollen cloak the colour of woad, tending to the grand prize. A long-haired and scimitar-horned ram, its great and fertile testicles hanging pendulously beneath its grey coat; an ox-head barrel of salted herring; a strong-limbed velsic bondmaid, a shepherdess before her capture, with the wild, crimson hair and defiant haughtiness of her people.

“She will come low and try to seize you by the waist,” Hildr’s whisper was fierce and urgent. “You're taller and your arms are longer. Keep her at a distance. Wait for her to commit. Wait for her to open her guard, then finish it. Just like you did with the others. Have at her left shoulder, her elbow. She carries a wound there and I saw her take barley-wine and silphium to dull the pain.”

Then silence.

At the far end of the curtilage, beneath the sacrifice-stained Shrine of Oaths, a maniple of pallid, shaven-headed eunuchs parted. Behind them, a troop of shieldmaidens armoured in polished cuirasses emblazoned with the starburst insignia of the Order escorted the gesith, whose breastplate and chain of office were blued steel. It was the gesith who exercised the Order’s right to levy taxes and recruits in the far corners of Ortho, and she was likewise tasked with handing down and executing the judgment of the Maiden. Soon, it would be time.

Hildr took a step back from behind her, “I will make this oath to you: win and the untilled soil of our herath will again harbour strong, good roots and the flocks of our farmstead will fill the pens to overflowing. All this will be with Her blessing.”

The gunner descended into the hardscrabble beaten earth of the sparring pit. Nets of ice crystals crunched underfoot. The ground was hard like stone. Unyielding, and offering little traction. Her limbs felt loose – ready to flow, pull, and struggle. In the damp air, her breath misted. She raised her guard, elbows bent and fists clenched, her oiled leather plastron laced so tight it creaked under the strain. Only distantly was she aware of any other sound. The calls from the crowd, the whipstrike gusts of boreal wind lashing the curtilage. Those were of little importance.                      

Her reverie thinned out into a sfumato spray of ill-formed and jostling images. She found herself again in moonlight, assailed by the sensation of a sea-breeze stirring, bringing with it a cellared, putrescent scent and an ever-louder clicking. The gunner crouched down, resting her shoulders on the flaked bark of a blasted tree-trunk – eyes alert. With practised patience she slid forward, balancing herself on one knee, her jezail raised in firing position: perpendicular to her body, its butt nestled tight against her shoulder.

Something had tracked her. Followed her over expanses of baked earth, trailing streaks of dried blood soaked into the soil like the effluent of a hecatomb anointing an altar.

She willed the memories gone and yet they stirred regardless, restlessly clawing at the gate of her thoughts. She blinked once and she was in the sparring pit again, weaving and circling, frantic and sweat-slicked. Her opponent, powerfully built and hailing from the pitiless taiga on the northernmost reaches of the Great Bight, hazarded a few jabbing strikes. The gunner blocked these even as her forearms bruised under the resounding impact of her opponent's strikes. Those were strong, calloused hands, hardened by herding elk and hunting wolves and smilodon in lands where winter plunged the land into a long and frightful night.

They circled, ragged breaths forming wraiths of condensation. All around, the crowd bayed encouragements. A good fight, with blood spilt, was the harbinger of an early thaw to crack the icebound floes under which the rivers and canals slept. The Maiden revelled in struggle, and She was watching. 

The gunner circled, and launched an arcing kick. Her opponent had divined her intentions, and sidestepped her strike, before lunging for her waist. In that instant, she again experienced the gut-churning realisation that all would be lost if she were brought to ground. So she responded with a hard, lateral knee strike to her opponent’s ribcage. A choked grunt and a pained exhalation of breath. That was her opening. Moving her weight onto her forward foot, she brought her leatherbound fist down onto the juncture of the big elk herder’s shoulder and neck. She punched from the shoulder, and felt the hard nexus of tendon, muscle and bone of her target crack beneath the impact.  

The metallic clicking intensified. That was not a sound from her memory.

The gunner retrieved her canister of black powder and loaded the fine granules into the priming pan. Her breathing slowed to the methodical rhythm she had mastered for battle. With experienced fingers she reached into her bullet pouch and touched smooth, alchemical silver. She slotted the bullet into its chamber and locked the mechanism in firing position.

One shot, the gunner pondered. She knew her abrupt movement had opened the wound again. If she fired, the recoil would only make it worse. Fresh, hot blood trickled down her side. The flow was thick and malignant, drawing her life force away from her.

The gunner inhaled. Gunpowder, metal, leather - all familiar, comforting scents. Like the heady fragrance of the dense, hard soil of her homeland.

Her throat was hoarse and raw from her exhausted breathing. A deluge of roars of approval swept her back to the moment of her triumph, when she was proclaimed champion of the Pit for all Ortho lands hither and thither the Scaw. The crowd was oceanic. There she stood, her corded limbs bruised, her battered fists stained with cooling blood and gripping her knees, every muscle in her body ablaze. And Hildr was behind her, leaping down from the palisade to embrace her.

Live for her. The gunner’s mind raced and, with each memory, the clicking moved closer.

Something uncoiled, vast and serpentine, in the dusty ground perhaps three hundred paces from the gunner’s position. Crawling on a multitude of needling legs it moved in an eccentric, winding pattern, as if inking arabesque calligraphy on the soil over which it passed.

Its approach was heralded by a new rush of memories welling in the gunner’s mind. Thoughts roiling like an angry sea stirred by an unseen storm.

The gunner fought to distance the fountain of images flooding her consciousness. Her struggles were no more effective than a dreamer seeking to rouse herself from a nightmare. Now two hundred paces, at most, at the base of the slope before her, the logophage closed in. Obsidian-sharp mandibles snapped open and shut and, secreted beneath them, a circular, saw-toothed lamprey’s maw yawned, viscid and throbbing like a burst canker. The creature snaked, its myriad legs tilling the cracked schist, drawing closer to the wellspring of vibrant thoughts it hungered to consume.

The gunner peered down from her vantage and saw the contours of the shadows shift like corners of a dark blanket stirred by the wind.

Not yet. The line dividing a good shot from a bad one was fine – a hair’s breadth.

One hundred and fifty paces.

She exhaled and shunted the barrel of her gun to track the writhing segments emerging from the shadows.

One hundred.

With her gauntleted fingers she skimmed the polished silver wheel at the base of the barrel. It stayed drawn up. The margin for error was too great. If she fired and missed, she would have no time to reload.

Soon. Another breath – unhurried. She was mistress of the moment.

Seventy. The gunner released the wheel mechanism and pulled the trigger.

A sharp report pierced the night, followed instantly by the dull crack of metal impacting chitin. The logophage faltered, slumped forward, and lunged, a dark liquid, bitter as gall, jetting from the wound in its armoured flank. The gunner dropped her jezail and drew the cinquedea sheathed at her belt. She waited till the logophage was almost upon her and then struck, thrusting the broad, triangular blade into the nest of the creature’s unblinking eyes. The clicking came to an abrupt end.

The gunner slumped back and everything coalesced into a single point of swiftly expanding darkness.

* * *

When she awoke, it was well past the peak of night. A clean, white sheet was draped over her. Her mouth felt dry, but the taste of blood was almost gone. Her wounded side felt stiff, though the pain had receded, and all she could sense was a manageable, dull throb. She reached under the sheet and felt dry bandages wrapped tight round her belly.

A crackling fire burned at the centre of the clearing where she lay. Lambent flames the colour of the red moon now riding high and full in the celestial vault, overshadowing her silver sister. A dark figure moved from the skeletal trees into the leaping firelight.

The gunner recognised the fine, light leather jerkin worn by the fierce skirmishers of the Midday Lands, where the Pillars of the World marked the outermost boundary of the Free Cities of the Old Commonwealth.

“You must be thirsty,” a serene, female voice spoke, “come, I have brought water.” The strange woman knelt by the gunner’s side and placed a wineskin to her lips. Water, cold and sweet, quenched the bitter heat in her mouth.

The gunner felt herself propped up by strong arms. The strange woman was short and svelte, her body hard and lean and built like a runner's. Olive skin pressed against the gunner's pale hand. Eyes the colour of antique jade flashed under long, dark lashes, and a strong and peaked nose, tempered by a graceful jawline and a girlish youthful softness to her cheeks. A Mareterran Amazon, whose beauty only the finest Tartessian marble would have been worthy of immortalising.

“Easy, Basti," the woman chided and drew away the wineskin, "you can drink all you want later. You fought well and earned your rest."

“Was I delirious?” the gunner asked. Her head felt light, yet her fatigue seemed to fade with each passing moment.

“Have no fear," the woman said with a musical laugh, "you gave nothing away. I have known your name for a long time. I even know the name you were given at birth. But we Southerners have difficulty speaking it, no?"

“I don't remember you. How can it be that you know me?”

“All I can say is that it is so.”

“And how should I address you?”

“Pallas - I think."

“You think?” Basti leaned forward, resting on her elbows, seeking to meet the stranger’s gaze. She drank again from the wineskin. A long, thirsty draught. The liquid in the bloated wineskin was no longer water. It was stark, sour mead like the kind Hildr used to make from the hives she tended so sedulously. Her industrious bees would spend the short and balmy summer months gorging on nectar from the pullulating wildflowers on the heath and moors and then lay viscid honey the colour of bruised flesh, which had trapped within it the fleeting fragrance of sunshine. She drank again and felt the mead sit warm in her belly, flushing the lethargy from her limbs and infusing her with renewed vigour.

“It will have to do for now."

“I must find my unit. They will send riders out in the morning to see if any survived the ambush. I would not have them think me dead.”

“Of course," Pallas agreed, "with me that is a choice you may make."

“A choice?” Basti mustered the strength to pull herself up to a sitting position. The pain in her side had all but disappeared. 

Pallas nodded and remained silent. She was armed. Basti noted the heavy-bladed baselard sheathed at the Southlander’s hip and the stabbing infantry spear planted in the ground behind her like the idol of a martial goddess.

The presence of weapons was reassuring. Pallas's arms spoke of the company of a fellow soldier, albeit a stranger, brought with it a sense of belonging that put her at ease. Basti passed the wineskin to Pallas, who drank lustily.

Together, they sat in silence and watched the fire crackle and conjure up sparkling sprites, who spat and hissed as they skittered and danced on the red ochre hardpan. Pallas remained kneeling, watching over Basti with tender devotion, almost as if she were praying at a fireside vigil. Then she spoke, her voice lilting with the intonation of the Midday Lands.

"Are you hungry?"

Basti shook her head. Her belly felt as tight as a drum.

“I must return to my encampment," Basti insisted, "They need me there. My comrades, my sisters-in-arms."  

“Your people have a strong calling for duty and a great endurance for sacrifice. That is praiseworthy.” Pallas spoke each word with psalmodic reverence.

“When we make an oath, it is not lightly broken. When I took up the Path, I was sworn to the Order – to fight wherever I am sent in the Five Directions, and to serve faithfully those who furnish my company with a just pay in silver.”

“Does death release the oaths sworn in life?”

“It does. Or the seers say it does.”

“Because a new oath must then be sworn by she who has fallen in battle?”

“You are very curious about our customs.”

Pallas smiled – without irony. “Would that be surprising to you? You speak our tongue well when few who come from beyond the Vogesse Mountains do. Though you must have learnt it out towards the rising sun, on the other side of the Pharos.”

“Do you mean to say you are a woman of learning?”

“Not at all. Our vocation is another.”

Those words conjured a succession of thunderous images of furious battle. Horsewomen in gleaming mail charged astride snorting destriers, long silken pennants streaming from bloodied lances. On a tableland riven with thorny shrubs, skirmishers who might have been Pallas's sisters-at-arms loosed a hail of javelins and sling bullets upon a raiding party of warpainted elven huntresses. Each scene blazed clear and pure in the firelight. It was like being a girl again, watching the market-square storyteller unfolding scene after scene painted on battered wooden boards by turning a crank. Only this time the storyteller spoke to her soul and not to her ears. Syllables spoken in strange languages pulsed in her veins, and she could scent smoke on the wind and fix the wide-eyed stare of those facing the imminence of their demise.  

Basti pressed two fingers to each temple, straining to drown out the clangour that deafened her conscious thoughts, “Those you have shown me. They are soldiers like me. Like us. Duty moved them, as it moves you, and so you should know that I am bound to return to my post.”

Pallas lowered her gaze. She stroked Basti’s cheek. Her touch was gentle, but the fingers calloused and strong. A warrior’s hand – a warrior’s caress. And it quickened Basti’s blood.

Pallas rose to her feet, “Your devotion is powerful,” she said, “I feel its fire. But the night is still long and the pall of darkness hangs heavy. Will you not at least rest here until first light?”

“I will,” Basti conceded, “your hospitality honours me”. The reflection of the fire dancing over the polished leather of Pallas’s jerkin entranced her. Not a single scratch marred its surface and the workmanship was flawless, with vivid ornamental detail at the collar and round the shoulders. Eagles in flight and the nine-pointed starburst of the Unconquered Sun. Arrowed pteruges pierced with polished brass studs drifted like feathers over the Southlander's thighs, skin darker even than the leather. Her boots were cut at the ankle and expertly fitted – good for running over the sunbeaten hardpan. All her equipment was immaculate; wood and leather oiled and polished, metal edges glinting as though they had just been tempered and sharpened at the great foundries of the Arsenal at Telo.

How did she avoid battle here on the borderlands? She may have been a militiawoman for one of the Free Cities and yet, if she was, why did she travel alone? Perhaps she was a mercenary or a deserter, or simply an adventurer in search of fortune.

Pallas turned to face the fire. She loosened the straps of her jerkin with practiced ease and set it down by her travelling pack. There, Basti now saw her own jezail and cinquedea, cleaned and oiled, arranged like temple offerings.

Once the quiet ritual of laying down her arms was complete, Pallas stripped off her loose cotton tunic and folded it with ceremonial precision. The tremulous firelight played over her tan skin. Between the sharp peaks of Pallas's shoulder blades, Basti could make out a mark. A single, jagged rune tinted a red so dark it seemed like arterial blood.

Sigel. The rune of victory. Basti sat up, the white shroud pooling in her lap. Her heart battered her chest. She searched for words but her throat closed up, allowing her to exhale only a plaintive breath.

Pallas returned to kneel beside her.

Basti cleared her throat. The thirst for battle and glory burned in her and fused with the same ineffable need she felt for Hildr. Those were all things forged in blood and they, alone, had power to animate her soul.

“Are you a Chooser of the Slain?" Basti croaked. Her voice trembled with emotion.

“That is what your people call us.”

“A spirit?"

“No,” Pallas’s eyes flashed with quiet indignation. “No, here, feel.” Her hands reached for Basti’s, “Touch my cheeks, know that I am flesh.”

Basti felt live, smooth skin under her fingers. The gunpowder residue left a grey streak on Pallas's cheek - a dark tear. She followed the delicate outline of Pallas’s jaw, her thumb arching to trace the contours of the dark woman's mouth. Soft lips, moist and alive with heat, parted. They enveloped her thumb. A sensuous pressure and then Pallas's tongue, soft like ripe plums, dancing over her skin, hungry to taste iron, leather, gunpowder. The taste of war.

Basti heard a reverberating percussion like distant clashing metal in the fevered chambers of her mind. Her touch strayed lower. The swift pulse of Pallas's heartbeat hummed beneath the skin of her throat, flowing into strong shoulders and small, taut breasts, crowned with big, dark nipples, plump and swollen, ready to be plucked by hungry lips.

“Is this the choice you offer," Basti breathed, "the choice I should accept?"

“My body and soul are yours for an eternity you could not even dream of, but all which binds you to this world: your name, your memories, everything – these things you must set aside."

“But if you were dead, surely you could not be of flesh," Basti said, even while her forefinger skimmed the tight turtle-shell pattern of muscle on Pallas's belly. She yearned to take her caress lower, to slide through curls of hair blacker than the Middle Sea in the dead of night. There she knew she would find slick, yielding heat. The intoxicating taste of sea-salt and musk.

“I am of another flesh, but I breathe, speak, and love all the same.”

“So, I have been chosen?" Basti edged closer. No spirit could excite the same needful passion afire in her belly and pressed, swollen and wet, against the dampening leather of her breeches.

"Just so, now the time comes for the choosing. That which once was hidden comes unveiled."

When their gazes met once again, the ardour Basti saw in Pallas, the fires ablaze in the darkness of the skirmisher's eyes, leapt from thought to action. She kissed Pallas with a frantic urgency that unnerved her. It was the desire to inhabit a single ineffable moment, and never let it slip from her grasp. They were joined, lips parted; one breath, one soul.

Basti no longer cared for her wound. She had suffered worse and it was the warrior's duty to accept with gratitude the caress of the Lady of Battle, the ever-vigilant grey-eyed goddess of fate and war. She hauled up Pallas onto the bedroll, never once breaking their kiss, and unbuckled the Southerner's girdle. Two swift motions, and she cast aside a tangle of leather and cloth, slipping her hand between hard and muscled thighs.

When Basti found Pallas's cunt, the plains-runner jumped, each taut little muscle of her shoulders and neck standing in relief as if she had been glanced by the incandescent point of a branding iron. The coal-black, lust-slick hairs crowning Pallas's mound gave way to a torrid, silky wetness. A raw scent hung in the air – the mingled perfume of their desire, at once female and unvarnished, evidence of the need that only women who lived in the shadow of war could understand. When every moment could be her last, each moment needed to be seized.

Words burbled on Pallas’s lips, and Basti kissed them away. She brought the girl's roaming touch to rest on her hard flanks. Dark fingers embracing pale, and bandaged flesh. Pallas did not hesitate either. She unlaced Basti's breeches with deft fingers and hooked her thumbs into the dark fustian to bring the sweet kiss of evening air to her lover's sex.

Basti's fingers danced at the drenched folds of Pallas’s cunt. A new geography – lips neat and crinkled, her channel loose and pliant.

One finger, two – the Southlander required no preparation. Basti brought fingers drenched with cloudy wetness to her lips. Tasted – essence of salt, and sweat, and need. A fluid precious as blood, and imbued with the fertile scent of black earth after a good, hard rain. Pallas was greedy for it, too. She strained to savour herself on Basti's fingers, her lips, back arched, pressing her needy sex against the Northwoman's thigh, at once vulnerable and demanding.

"Now..." Pallas murmured.

Basti's lips curled into a smile. She latched her lips onto a fat, ripe nipple and left the soft impression of teeth on the fevered skin. Then she entered the skirmisher’s cunt with two tensed and crooked fingers and began to fuck her with long, rhythmic strokes, seeking out the sweet spot at the nexus of her pleasure. Pallas’s breaths were ragged, strangled, her hand clawed deep on the unyielding curve of Basti’s alabaster ass, pulling the full weight of her in. They lurched together, Basti's fingers balled up in Pallas's stretched channel, kneading. Sighs became needful grunts and satisfied gasps, rising like primal calls in the firelight. 

Pallas was so responsive, so tightly-strung. With each swab of Basti's tongue between her breasts, and in the hollow of her throat she cried her need in the night, fucking herself on the gunner's calloused hand.

The first burst of Pallas's peak was explosive. A clasping spasm echoed deep in her loins, gloving Basti's fingers in a fervent embrace. The gunner rode its power, grinding a pitiless tattoo inside of Pallas's cunt. Matted in sweat, she centred her very being on channelling the force to draw out Pallas's pleasure further, to the brink of agony.

Pallas panted, catching her breath. She seemed to be animated by an irresistible need to be taken and used, though she struggled to find the words to articulate it. She could only muster an order that Basti the faithful soldier was all too eager to follow, "Again!"

Basti lifted herself up from the bedroll long enough to pull her breeches off and away, casting them aside in the night. Her wound neither stirred nor throbbed. Any hesitation she might have once felt faded like morning mist in sunlight.

Pallas had shed her boots and rested on her hands and knees, thighs spread before Basti, her cunt offered up like a ripe and succulent fruit cracked open by the midsummer swelter. A sea of dark curls and thick, swollen folds aglisten with milky slickness. The skirmisher turned to Basti and tilted her chin.  Hers was more than an invitation – it was the demand of a woman accustomed to being at the centre of attention and the object of desire.

Basti gripped Pallas's hard flank and felt the knobbed protrusions of her hipbones sheathed in smooth, sun-bronzed skin. Her touch drifted to cup the globes of the Southlander's bottom: hard, sculpted handfuls, split by a deep, dark crease. With her tongue Basti traced the victory-rune impressed on Pallas's back and trailed kisses over the straining arch of her back, leaving a long, gleaming trail. Lower, to the curve of her sacrum, and then to the deep crevasse of her bottom, earthy and musky and rich with sensual promise. With reverent care she parted the tensed and dusky half-moons. Wisps of dark hair guarded the pouting bud of her arsehole and beneath there lay spread out the gluttonous feast of the skirmisher's cunt.

Pallas mewled with petulant impatience, her toes digging into the pebbly schist of the hardpan. She thrust her hips back at Basti, demanding relief for the heat consuming her. A twine of silvered wire around her ankle shone in the moonlight – a lone adornment, magnificent in its solitude, like the luminous band of stars that meandered across the night sky above.

There was no hesitation on Basti's part. She oiled back the halo of hairs crowning Pallas's pursed arsehole with her tongue, and tasted a rich earthiness, forbidden and decadent. She speared her tongue to test the tightness of Pallas's knotted ring of muscle and smiled conspiratorially to herself when the girl whimpered and spread herself open with her hands, wantonly presenting herself. When she had done the same to Hildr she had been met with bemused and teasing giggles. Now Pallas offered herself up with a full-throated growl of approval, betraying all the appetite of a lusty warrior for which no desire was forbidden.

If this is my fate, my doom, then perhaps I am called to embrace it.

They coupled with frantic urgency. Basti worshipped at the sacred fount of Pallas's cunt, straining her tongue to circle the hooded bead of the Southlander's clit, stiff like a sling-bullet when she traced its contours. And still it was not enough and she rolled Pallas onto her back, legs raised, knees pressed against her breasts, so she could fuck the girl properly. Four fingers slid in easily, for what else could be expected of a Mareterran strumpet whose cunt ached for a Northwoman's rope-scarred hand?

Strumpet or not, Pallas was a soldier above all other things, and she welcomed the ferocity of Basti's lovemaking with singleminded desire. Each time she came, her breath misted the night air and her cries resounded in the clearing – the howl of a she-wolf calling her mate.   

"Now that you have had your fill," Basti said, the Mareterran words thick on her tongue, for she longed to profess her mounting need in her native speech, "it is for me to claim my need." 

Pallas could not refuse, for she was as overcome with passion as Basti was. She crawled, loose-limbed and still trembling from the peak of her pleasure, to where Basti knelt, straight-backed and impassive – a duellist sizing up her challenger. A wordless, sultry glance in eyes darker than midnight was the gate to a new world that now gaped open before Basti. In those eyes lay the promise of the cacophony of ceaseless battle by day, and the enkindling of ever-burning lust by night.

There was no need to command Pallas – she knew her role, and how she would serve her sister in arms. She settled between Basti's thighs and began to lick. Her tongue teased up and down, vibrating as rapidly as the wing-beats of a hummingbird. Basti's fingers wound in Pallas's thick, curly hair, holding her diligent mouth in place. She, the wounded gunner, had triumphed over the logophage and this was her reward; the dusky beauty kneeling before her subjugated, obedient.

And yet, Basti was also subjugated to Pallas, for she trembled on the maddening spike of the skirmisher's tongue; at once victor and vanquished, as was the destiny of all who were called to the profession of arms. Basti moaned in helpless pleasure, rubbing herself on Pallas's face, painting long wet trails over ripe lips, and sun-kissed cheeks.

Pallas purred, and spread her hands over Basti's bottom, steadying her, pressing the gunner firmly against her mouth.

Basti felt at once on fire, and drowning at the same time. She brought up her hands to tug at her erect nipples and pressed her legs against Pallas's shoulders, pinning the girl's bowstring taut torso between her thighs. She was close. Her breath quickened in tiny gasps as Pallas lavished lips soft as ripe berries onto the burning point of her clit.

Close – oh, so close.

She felt her muscles slacken, tense, and she ground her hips forward with the full force of her battle tried strength. It was Basti the pit-fighter, not the disciplined soldier, whose peak burst forward, curling over her like a great wave. A pulsing shock coursed through her, forceful like a well-placed shot punching through an enemy's cuirass. She cried out into the night – a savage groan of relief that was both a battle-cry and a victory song.

Pallas nuzzled the sweat-flecked hardness of Basti's tensed thighs, "Do you see what we are to become? Come now, the grey-eyed Mistress of Hosts musters her artful swordswomen, her sharp-lanced horsewomen, her keen-eyed gunners. She calls all the glorious slain."                 

"So this is the place of parting?" Basti murmured, thinking of all she would leave behind. She thought of Hildr, and of their farmstead, and of a life that was still hers to live.

“There are other worlds above and below this one where we fight in endless battle and, should we fall, we will be restored to life and take up arms once again until time itself comes to an end. She knows your soul and has judged you worthy. I would give myself to you, but you must surrender yourself to me. Your life in this plane is the final sacrifice you must make for Her blessing.”

Basti mastered her desire long enough to find the words to speak the doubt burning within her, "Was there one whom you once loved when you still were of this plane?"

For a moment, Pallas remained silent, her gaze distant and pensive. "I think so."

“Do you remember her?"

“Sometimes I see a phantasm. A silhouette of light traced in the darkness of my memories and then my mind falls silent. Perhaps - if she ever existed at all - she too has been chosen, but bonds made in this world cannot be brought into the next.”

“Has my time come?" The icy grip of the plunging unknown seized Basti’s soul.

“Do you think you would be offered a choice if it had?”

“So if I chose to remain -" Basti trailed off.

“Such a choice would be honoured, but know that in time we will meet again. In worlds floating beside this one, time is immaterial. I witnessed your first breath and I have already seen your last.”

“In battle?"

“I would not have come otherwise.”

“Then I have chosen."

“So be it, though know that when I come next, you will have no choice at all.” Pallas rose and pressed her lips against Basti’s forehead. A chaste kiss of parting, but with a fondness that made Basti understand their separation would only be temporary.

The clear flames of the campfire danced and then faded, dying like the last glimmer of the stars as their brightness was overwhelmed by the blazing visage of the rising sun. First morning was coloured a sombre blue, infused with the redness of the new dawn.

Basti scrambled to her feet, her first steps hesitant. She was alone again and standing on the exposed ridge of a promontory in sight of the dusty road paved in ages past by the old Commonwealth.

In the distance, hoofbeats battered the dew-flecked ground and familiar banners floated through the canopies of the low trees.
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"The Paledrake's Promise" by Nathan Ravenwood - Tael has strong feelings for his reptilian companion Janess and doesn't believe the rumors that she sleeps around. But when his marriage proposal goes awry, he'll have to come to terms with just how unfettered her sex life really is.

"The Manse Of Magister Revaine" by Jamie MacFrey - Having quelled an insurrection, the fearsome Magister Revaine is throwing a party to celebrate. Disguised as a courtesan for the party-goers entertainment, Vivean will have no problem getting close enough to kill the vicious dictator and take revenge for her home. The only problem: no one has ever seen the Magister’s face.

"Awakening" by Alana Melos - A young wizard faces her final test to awaken her powers and unlock her spiritual and sexual potential.

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.
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