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Crouched behind a rock, Elle held his breath as he drew back the string on his makeshift bow. The gazelle at the watering hole still hadn't noticed his presence, but that was likely to change at any given moment. Holding the pose for a second to steady his aim, Elle released the tension on his fingers... and the bow collapsed completely, the string lashing across his brow as it snapped. 

"Ahha, kus amak!" Elle hissed, clutching his head. This was the third such contraption he'd attempted to build, and the third to break in spectacular fashion. It seemed like a simple enough concept, a curved piece of wood with an elastic string, but obviously there was something he was missing. When the pain finally faded he looked back to see if the hunt could still be salvaged, only to find the landscape completely devoid of any creature and a pile of dung resting where the gazelle previously stood.

Robbed of its meal, Elle's belly grumbled loudly to show its displeasure, leaving him to wonder what he was going to do for food. By the time he'd felt well enough to travel again there were no carriages available in Artem, and the modest amount of supplies he'd been given were nearly depleted. His water skin was still mostly full, finding somewhere to replenish it wasn't as difficult as he traveled out of the harsh desert, but only two strips of dried meat remained. Digging them out of his pack, he took a bite out of one, fighting to tear it apart with his teeth while reaching for the knife holstered on his leg. Ever since his experience with the demon he'd been determined to keep some kind of weapon on him at all times, even if he wasn't the most skilled at using it. Looking at the dulled blade, however, Elle wondered if there was even any point in still carrying it around. It had been perfectly sharp at the start of his journey into the wilds, but after three failed attempts to carve a bow and arrows, it was effectively useless. 

"It's better than nothing, I guess," Elle muttered, finishing off the meat and settling into position. Eventually some other beast would come along to visit the watering hole, and if he couldn't strike from a distance he would have to attempt getting close.

Lying perfectly still, Elle stared ahead as the sun above gradually shifted across the sky. A number of small rodents came and went, far too small and quick to catch, but just as daylight began to dim, a small deer walked up, lowering its head to drink. Elle's heart pounded rapidly in his chest as he gripped his knife, slowly stalking forward. Taking care to make as little noise as possible, he slowly closed the distance. As he dragged himself towards the deer, however, his veil got caught between his chest and the ground. Not willing to waste time reaffixing it, Elle simply continued on, determined, until he was finally within striking range. Slowly, and holding his breath, he lifted himself up to his feet...

Having heard the rustling behind it, the deer turned to look Elle directly in the face. Instead of darting away, however, it stood completely still, even trotting forward calmly after a moment. Its nose bumped against Elle's empty hand, nuzzling it softly, completely unafraid of his presence. 

Unsure of what to do, Elle let the deer lick his fingers, still gripping the knife in his other hand. He'd been so sure of his actions just moments earlier, but in the face of the deer's gentle affection, his conviction wavered. Looking at the blade, he wasn't even certain it would reliably slice through the flesh, leading to unneeded suffering. He could wait another day, maybe think of something else that would be quicker.

"Alright, I get it," Elle sighed, stroking the deer's muzzle, "You win."

Slipping his knife back into its sheath, he walked over to where his veil lay on the ground, shaking the dirt off and placing it over his face once more. The deer remained at his side for a few minutes, still rubbing against his hands and side, but it eventually lost interest, giving him one last look before scampering off into the brush.

Once the deer had left, Elle took a moment to gain his bearings. He'd left for Arkonia, traveling south, but he couldn't tell if he was still walking in the right direction. The sun rose in the east and fell in the west, so he could easily discern which way to go early on, but once he'd reached this strange new land of green, he quickly got turned around. The thick foliage made it difficult to see where the sun was at any given time, and so he walked hopelessly in circles, praying for a clearing. Maybe this was Arkonia? Maybe he'd passed into the country without even knowing, there certainly weren't any signs advising him one way or the other. A week's travel by carriage turned into several on foot, and he wasn't even sure if he'd made it.

A few more days of aimless walking depleted the last of Elle's dried meat, and he once again found himself in search of food. He'd managed to find some sort of path, but no carts or people traveled upon it. Still, it had to lead to somewhere, right? Hopefully to Arkonia, but anything would suffice at this point. With no other options, he picked a direction and started walking, keeping an eye out for anything potentially edible along the way. 

Half the day passed before his stomach began to growl angrily, and he still hadn't reached anything resembling civilization. Wary of the strange plants that grew all around him, the constant grumbling of his empty belly forced Elle off the path to find anything that might be remotely edible or familiar. The colorful berries that hung off the bushes looked tempting, but he wasn't convinced, thinking back to the day he spent vomiting up purple because he'd found a similar looking bush as a child. Still, he needed to find something. As the sun began to set above the trees, Elle finally stumbled across something promising; a clearing filled with meaty looking mushrooms. Thick stalks, with solid looking caps; they looked positively delicious. Probably even better roasted over a fire...

Stepping into the clearing, Elle set about finding the largest mushrooms, sorting through them until one seemed to grow larger right out of the ground a few feet away. Standing far above the rest, the solid stalk seemed to bend under the sheer weight of the cap. 

"Well, that looks like it'll last me a few days," Elle mumbled to himself, his stomach growling. Carefully making his way over, he knelt in front of the fungus, gripping it at the base to pull it from the ground. Instead of pulling free at his tug, however, the mushroom seemed to swell between his fingers before a cloud of sweet smelling powder was released into the air around Elle. There was a brief fit of coughing as he waved off the dust, and when he finally looked back at the growth, there appeared to be a sheen of liquid covering the cap. Curious, Elle touched his finger to the wet surface, rubbing the strange substance between his fingers. It was quite slick, leaving a trail between his thumb and his forefinger as he parted them and giving him a strange sense of deja vu. He'd felt something like this before, but where? Lost in his thoughts, Elle failed to notice the rest of the mushrooms in the clearing had also begun to release clouds of spores until the whole world around him turned a shade of light orange.

Though his first reaction was to stand and back away from the mushroom patch, an intense heat began to well up from inside as he continued to breathe in the spores. His legs wobbled dangerously as he attempted to rise to his feet, giving out completely before he even managed to get more than a foot off the ground. Face to face again with the thick mushroom, Elle watched as it pulsated curiously, coating the smooth cap with still more liquid that gradually dripped all the way down the stalk. It almost looked as if it were growing longer, stretching out towards him before his very eyes...

Parting his lips slowly, Elle moved closer until the very tip of his tongue made contact with the smooth surface of the mushroom, and he was instantly hooked. A strong flavor reminiscent of rich mushroom stew washed over his taste buds, compelling him to give another lick, and then another. More liquid continued to seep out of the porous membrane, deepening Elle's sudden addiction, and when another blast of strange spores filled the air, he barely noticed them at all. His fingers squeezed reflexively at the base, spurring more tasty fluid to escape, and before he knew what he was doing, his lips closed completely over the cap of the mushroom. The stalk pulsed steadily as Elle pushed his mouth further along it, his eyelids fluttering, but as the wonderful juices continued to flow, he paid it no mind. As Elle slurped and swallowed along the organism, it began to swell larger still, stretching his jaw slightly. After a few minutes of gulping down its excretions, however, it finally came to an end and Elle returned to his senses. 

"What am I doing?" Elle thought to himself, pulling his head back. When he tried to remove himself from the mushroom, however, he soon found that it had expanded far wider than his mouth could open. Locked firmly behind his teeth, the thick cap soon began belching out liquid again, far more viscous and faster than before, forcing Elle to gulp it down lest he drown in the stuff. His hands searched for the knife on his thigh, but as he swallowed mouthful after mouthful of the thick gunk, he began to lose feeling in his extremities. A few seconds of frantic searching later, his fingers closed around the hilt, but when he tried to extract it, his arm refused to move an inch. Again he tried, putting all his effort and energy into freeing the blade, but there was no response at all. Not long after, his other arm gave out, spearing him further still on the solid mushroom and sending the cap partially into his throat, upon which endless amounts of ooze spilled. Eventually his legs also collapsed, leaving him flat on the ground as the fungus filled his stomach.

Apparently sensing that its excretions had fulfilled its purpose, the strange mushroom began to swell larger still, extending its length and forcing its way deeper into Elle's throat. Inch by inch it slid, ever so slowly making its way deeper until it completely occupied the space and cut off his airway. Panic set in as his lungs burned, but there was nothing to be done. His limbs refused to obey, and biting it off was an impossibility. Another spurt of liquid landed in his distended belly, filling him with intense nausea, and-

***
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*A PIERCING SHRIEK FILLS the air. Elle looks up at the night sky to see a ball of flame hurtling towards the city, screaming horrifically before landing outside the temple walls. His gaze follows it to the earth, where the city guards grab confused girls in white, throwing them to the ground before piercing them either by sword or by erection. He can hear Talia in his ear, begging to leave, but he remains rooted to the ground, forced to watch the events unfold.

"This is your legacy," a voice whispers in his head, louder than the cacophony of terrified cries and violent explosions throughout the city, "This is your gift to the world. A whole city burnt to ash, cleansed by fire."

"I didn't... I didn't do this!" he wails, looking down at his blood stained hands.

"Didn't you?" the voice replies, "Didn't you?"

***
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THE SOUND OF LAUGHTER and creaking wood seeped into Elle's dreams, turning them from a vibrant nightmare into a confused mess of sensations. Vivid colors and shapes all blended into one another, forming new and terrifying visuals, none of which made any sense. Gradually, the sound of wood groaning under a heavy weight drowned out all else, and Elle came to his senses in a heavy cart rumbling steadily across the uneven ground. Sitting up abruptly, he took notice of the other people sitting in the cart around him, most of them young women around his age, with a handful of older men. All of them wore iron bracelets around their hands, attached by heavy chains to a metal collar, and when Elle tried to move his head he found that he was similarly adorned. 

"Where am I?" he managed to ask before a wave of nausea overtook him. Turning around, he just barely managed to get his head over the side of the cart before a jet of viscous white liquid erupted from his mouth, splattering onto the ground. A few more heaves expelled the majority of the mushroom ejaculate, leaving him gasping for breath at the end of the ordeal.

"You're in Asernia," one of the girls replied, shuffling closer to gently rub his back, "Though I couldn't tell you exactly where. From what I could gather, the slavers went to harvest mushroom extract for their draughts and found you there."

Elle raised his head briefly in an attempt to utter another question, but all that came out was more bile. By the time he finally emptied out most of the mushroom's slime, he noticed the cart had stopped moving.

"Nomízo en’óra na κάμουμε λίγη ara," one of the men at the front remarked, turning around to eye the captives, "Yeni misafir μας nasıl?"

Elle assumed they were talking about him, but he was far too busy heaving up the contents of his stomach to respond.

"Merda, ti halarma! As kullanalım allin koritsin tora!"

When Elle finally turned back around, a group of men were standing at the edge of the cart, leering at the girl who had comforted him with sickening smiles that all seemed to be missing more than a few teeth. Clambering up one by one, they roughly pulled her away and undid her shackles, dragging her off the cart as she cried out in terror. All the other captives just averted their eyes, unwilling to bear witness to her treatment, but Elle stared openly. As soon as the men got her on the ground, they immediately forced her to her knees and circled around her, chuckling amongst themselves as they parted their robes. There was another sudden cry as the girl attempted to break away, and then it was cut off as her mouth was forced down on one of the men's erections.

For the better part of an hour, Elle watched as the five men used her every which way, first taking turns with her mouth before stripping her completely and forcing themselves on her. Pinned on her back, she could only sob and flail helplessly as each man pounded away at her, leaving their seed before making way for the next. All the while, Elle looked on apathetically, unsure how he was supposed to feel. Deep down, he knew he should be disgusted, but he just couldn't bring himself to care. Even as one of the men began to sodomize her, leading to a new bout of hysteria from the girl, he remained stonefaced throughout the ordeal. For once, it wasn't him, he thought, recalling how many times he'd endured the same. As his thoughts gradually turned to being in her place, however, he found himself unconsciously biting his bottom lip beneath his veil.

As the last of the men finished themselves off, the sound of hooves off in the distance caught the attention of the prisoners. Louder and louder it grew, until it was practically thundering. But by the time the slavers bothered to avert their gaze from the abused girl, the riders were already upon them, spears raised high into the air. A few of the men managed to draw their swords, but it did them no good. Three spears flew through the air at inhuman speed, all finding their mark in the chest of a slaver and driving through them with such force that they were thrown backwards. The remaining two attempted to flee in the opposite direction, along the road, but were quickly run down and mercilessly trampled beneath the horse's hooves. 

"Angeloi Thanatou..." the haggard man beside Elle whispered, bowing his head in reverence, "I welcome my end at the hands of the holy."

Elle looked at the man in confusion, unsure of what he meant. "End? Aren't they here to save us?"

Before the man could respond, however, the three warriors on horseback returned to the cart, dragging the bodies of the slavers behind them. Wearing fierce looking helmets that obscured their faces, they appeared more like monsters of flesh and metal than angels. All three had impressive stature and builds, standing quite a bit taller than the average man even off their horse. Segmented pieces of shining silver covered their extremities, held on by leather straps that seemed to strain around their defined muscles, but most impressive was the metal covering their chests. Engraved with elaborate depictions of battle, they looked more like decorative art pieces than functional armor.

"Be not afraid, we are your salvation," the closest one spoke, climbing off their horse and stepping forward, "You are no longer chattel to be bought and sold by these... men."

The cart creaked and groaned under the warrior's weight as they carefully made their way up, a metal key in their hand. One by one, they freed the shackles of each woman on the cart, gradually making their way towards Elle. They seemed to pause briefly, eyes behind the silver mask looking Elle over, but soon he was free like all the others. 

"Though you too are victims of subjugation, your lives are forfeit in this land," the warrior spoke once Elle had joined the rest. It was only then that he noticed that he was surrounded by the women of the cart, and that the men had remained in chains. 

"Weep not! Look upon me, and rejoice!" they continued, slowly removing their helmet to reveal a wild red mane and dropping it with a heavy thud onto the cart, "For I am your deliverance!"

Pulling a knife from a holster on their thigh, they then quickly slit the throats of the three men still chained to the cart before anyone could say anything, watching the blood spill out onto the wood before turning to leave. When they came to stand at the edge of the cart, however, Elle had to stop himself from audibly gasping when he saw the face of this merciless soldier. Enshrouded in the short red hair that seemed to extend in all directions was the face of a woman, stern, but still the picture of beauty. Her smooth features made it difficult to gauge how many years she had on her, but she moved with the practised ease that only ages of training and combat gave.

"Welcome to Asernia, all of you," she greeted them, walking forward with a warm smile. Though her words were kind, her voice broke over Elle's consciousness like a heavy wave against a small boat. "I only wish it were under happier circumstances. While you remain in this land, consider yourselves honorary daughters of Maeloria herself; the hospitality of our nation is freely available at your request. If you have homes or loved ones to return to, you are free to leave. If you are aimless and lost, you are welcome to join us on our journey to the capital." Numerous hushed whispers broke out among the girls huddled together, but Elle remained silent, unable to move even an inch as the tall woman gestured to her companions. "My name is Phonessa, of the Queen's Fury, and these are my sisters. We heard tell of a slaver gang in our lands and came as quickly as we could. Tell me, is this all of you?"

"T-There were two more of us, but..." a girl with short blonde hair answered, clutching her torn dress, "The men, they-"

"You need not say more," one of the Furies spoke, placing a hand on the girl's shoulder, "It is a shame, but it cannot be undone. That this many have survived is a miracle of the Goddess."

"Gather yourselves, Deinagra is three sunrises away," Phonessa announced, already clambering back up on her mount, "Do not fear, we will ride with the cart. It will hold three of you, the remainder can ride with us on horseback."

The slaver corpses were loaded onto the back of the cart by the two other Furies with about as much care as one would show a sack of grain, landing with gruesome thuds and a wet slap on the blood soaked wood. What they intended to do with the bodies, Elle had no idea, but he didn't much feel like drawing their ire with a question like that. Given the unexplained executions of the male slaves, he had a feeling his case of mistaken identity was a life saving boon at the moment. With the cleanup seemingly taken care of, the freed women then divided themselves among the warriors and the horse-drawn cart. Not willing to risk exposing himself, Elle quietly climbed into the driver's seat, joined by the violated woman and the blonde who had spoken up earlier.

"I've driven a carriage before, I'll take the reins," the haggard woman spoke, wiping tears and slaver seed from her cheek.

"Aelinor, you've been through so much! Let one of us do it," the other girl protested, laying a hand on Aelinor's arm.

"I've never done this," Elle said in a hushed whisper, pulling his hands close to his body, "I don't want to get us hurt."

"Lina, I'll be fine. I just... Just give me a moment."

Grabbing hold of the leather straps, Aelinor closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them again, her demeanor had changed completely from one of pain to pure determination. Without another word, she snapped the reins, sending the cart in motion behind the three warriors as Elle looked off to the side, his heart pounding anxiously.

***
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THE TRIP TO THE CAPITAL was long, though uneventful outside of the agonizing tension gnawing at Elle the whole way. The cart could only trudge along so quickly, and every second was another moment he could be potentially found out. Every so often one of the Furies would glance in his direction, and every time it felt as if someone had reached into his chest to grasp his heart. Thankfully the veil masked his face enough to hide his expression of dread, but there wasn't much to be done about the sweat glistening on his skin. Periodically the group would stop to make camp for the night around the cart while one of the warriors would go out hunting. They would never come back with a whole animal, however, just the meat butchered into slabs. Elle never thought anything of it; they'd shown their proficiency in utilizing blades and weapons. Curiously enough, the cart would ride much smoother the next morning.

With a few days of travel without any issues behind them, Elle finally began to relax around Aelinor and Lina, making casual conversation periodically. His skin still crawled whenever the Furies rode past, but he could certainly stomach one more day if it meant reaching civilization. Roughing it out in the wilderness was beyond his capabilities, that was clear enough. Still, he wondered what kind of customs this strange new land practiced if the queen's chosen guard slaughtered men like animals. 

"So, where are you from? You don't look Asernian."

Lina crossed her legs as she sat next to Elle, handing him a few slices of roasted meat. With only one more day of travel ahead of them, everyone was in relatively high spirits, excited to be off the road. Even Aelinor was more upbeat than usual, her permanent scowl softening in the light of the campfire. 

"Mazirath," Elle replied, thinking back to Talia's education, "I was a dancer there."

"A dancer? I can see that. You have a very nice figure."

Elle's cheeks flushed pink beneath his veil, but he managed to keep his composure. "What about you? You're Asernian?" he asked, carefully biting into a slice of meat with a grimace. Meals had been the same strange animal flesh ever since the start of their journey, but food was food. At least it wasn't mushrooms.

"Grew up in a little town by the eastern sea. Kulveran raiders burned everything, stole whatever they could find, and enslaved anyone still alive by the end of it. My mother and sister were cut down trying to run back inside," Lina sighed, "Those they deemed pretty enough to serve as concubines were shackled and sent north with an order not to be touched. Lucky me, I guess."

Lina hugged her knees to her chest as she recounted her circumstances, her gaze lingering on the dancing flames. There was a moment of silence between them as Elle chewed quietly, unsure how to react, but once he'd swallowed down his mouthful of meat, he placed an arm gently around Lina's shoulders.

"I... I'm sorry about your family," Elle murmured, hugging Lina tightly, "I never had anyone like that, but I've lost people too."

"You're sweet... I know everyone's been through a lot, I shouldn't be so caught up in my own troubles," Lina sniffed, leaning her head on Elle's arm, "Aelinor's probably had it worse than any of us, poor girl. Do you think one of us should go talk to her? She's been so quiet."

Looking off to the side, Elle watched Aelinor grind a small blade against a smooth rock, now rocking slowly back and forth while whispering to herself. Her raven colored hair was tied back into a loose ponytail, exposing the myriad of bruises along her neck. 

"She seems a bit preoccupied," he spoke, careful not to arouse her attention, "There is something I've been meaning to ask you, though."

"Of course, what is it?"

"You say we're in Asernia, but I was told if I traveled south I'd find Arkonia. Is it further still?"

Lina gave a slight giggle, peeking over her knees at Elle. "Arkonia hasn't existed for over a century," she explained, "Whoever told you that either hasn't looked at a map drawn within the past hundred or so years, or is older than Asernia itself."

Before Elle could follow up with any more questions, a shrill whistle pierced the air, alerting the whole camp. 

"On your feet, my charges! Find cover!" Phonessa shouted, taking a fighting stance and raising her spear. No sooner had the words left her lips before a group of men rushed out of the surrounding brush, sprinting forward with swords and nets in hand. Elle immediately flattened himself along the ground, crawling backwards in the darkness until he was concealed beneath the cart, motioning for Lina to do the same. The sinking sun made it difficult to see what exactly was going on, but he could still make out the Furies in the light of the fire, slashing madly at anyone who came near with their short swords. 

"Ignore the fighters! Grab the women!" a deep voice boomed, and a pair of heavy feet appeared in front of Elle. He could see Aelinor flailing wildly in his grip, shrieking at the top of her lungs as the massive man held her by the hair. Despite the man's instruction, a majority of the raiders flocked towards the trio of armored women at the center of the camp, holding their attention just enough to prevent them from rescuing anyone. Elle's heart pounded in his chest as a million thoughts raced through his mind, but even through the chaos, his body reacted instinctively. Reaching out from beneath the cart, Elle wrapped his arms around one ankle of the slaver with Lina following suit. Together they heaved backwards before the man could react, sending him toppling to the ground with an annoyed grunt.

As soon as the slaver hit the floor, Aelinor was instantly on top of him with her knife, driving it repeatedly into his neck and back in a frenzy. Her hysterical screams shifted from fear to rage, visibly unnerving the rest of the men enough for the rest of the Furies to dispatch them. Warm blood poured freely from the wounds, soaking into the dirt and flowing beneath the cart, staining Elle's dress as Aelinor continued to flail at the dead man.

"Head count! Announce yourselves!" a second Fury by the name of Lysandra called out, looking around the camp. One by one, all four freed prisoners replied to the call, with the exception of Aelinor who continued to rage on until she finally tired. With the danger behind them, Elle and Lina carefully crawled out from beneath the cart, avoiding Aelinor as much as possible on their way towards the campfire.

"It seems we've all survived, by Maeloria's providence," Phonessa sighed, "The raiders are growing more brazen. Not even a day's ride from the capital, and they dare to attack us?"

"We will have to begin a campaign of cleansing," the third Fury, Dorythia, spoke, "Just as soon as our current task is complete."

"Sisters, might I suggest we bring that one in for consideration?" Lysandra hummed, nodding towards Aelinor. Even through ragged breaths, the girl continued to stab at the lump of dead flesh beneath her with single minded focus, completely oblivious to the world around her. "I believe she might be of use to us, and the queen."

"She does seem to have quite a rage- Hold a moment."

Striding over to the cart, Dorythia grabbed one of the corpses in the back by the ankle, dragging it, to everyone's surprise, squealing to the ground. 

"It appears we have a stowaway," she announced, bringing one hand to the person's groin and cupping it firmly, "A *male* stowaway. One of the raiders, by the looks of him. Why don't you come into the light so we can get a better look at you?"

Dorythia's words seemed to finally snap Aelinor out of her bloodied haze. Her head snapped to the struggling slaver, watching him like a predator on the hunt. Before she could lunge out, however, Phonessa appeared from behind, crouching behind the frenzied girl and resting her hands on her shoulders.

"Your pain is important," Phonessa whispered, holding her close, "But there are punishments harsher than death. An eye for an eye, sister. Watch."

Thrown unceremoniously into the center of the camp, the raider was revealed to all in the light of the campfire. Not much older than Elle himself, his tanned skin was covered in welts and scars. A ragged mess of black hair sat just above his eyes, and his pillowy lips were curled into a permanent scowl.

"I'm not scared of you," he spat, shuffling backwards even as Dorythia stepped forward, "You're all destined for the Khan's bedchamber, or the slave pits."

"Oh, are we? And you will be the one to deliver us?" Dorythia mocked, stripping her armor, "What a great warrior you must be, hiding like a coward among the dead."

The rest of the Furies moved with practiced ease as they slid into position, pinning the boy's wrists and deftly securing them with a length of rope. Having removed the rest of her armor, Dorythia's helmet was the last to go, letting a river of silver hair fall down her back as it hit the ground. 

"Tell us, great warrior, do you have a name?" Phonessa asked, pulling the boy up to his knees, "We should all know the name of our conqueror."

"It's- It's Berke, you harlots. Release me at once!"

Elle watched silently as all three Furies roared with laughter at Berke's command, slinking back into the shadow of the cart. Lina and the other girls remained transfixed in their curiosity, but Elle knew exactly what was about to happen. Dorythia's loincloth was already dangerously strained, struggling desperately to contain its contents. Instead of releasing it immediately, however, Dorythia waited until she was standing over Berke, her waist just inches from his face.

"Have you ever had the pleasure of meeting a stud?" she whispered, grabbing him roughly by the hair and rubbing his face against her crotch, "There are unfortunately only a handful of us, but we have quite the important task." Berke's eyes rolled wildly as he was forced to inhale Dorythia's scent, and Elle watched with bated breath as the loincloth began to slip. 

"You see, my dear Berke, we are the nation's breeders," Dorythia continued, "And it has been quite a long time since I've been able to mate. So for tonight, you will be my skyla."

As if on cue, Dorythia's loincloth fell away to reveal a heavy slab of meat, proportionate to the warrior's large frame and already dripping a thick milky ooze from the end. All the women in the camp gasped in unison, as did Berke, but only one of those gasps were cut short. Biting his lip anxiously, Elle watched as Berke was forced to take the Fury's nearly foot-long shaft into his throat, pre-seed and spit flying from the boy's lips. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he struggled wildly against Dorythia's grip on his head, but there was nothing to be done. After a solid minute of having his throat stretched repeatedly, Berke's frantic gurgles gradually fell silent until he simply accepted his place at the feet of one of Asernia's finest. The other women watched in silence, some with intense interest, others in horror, but Phonessa and Lysandra cooed encouragingly all the while, even rubbing Dorythia's shaft inside the boy's throat. 

"Enjoying the show?"

Completely engrossed by the scene in front of him, Elle nearly jumped out of his skin when Lina whispered in his ear. 

"I... I'm not sure what to think," Elle replied, placing his hands over his waist. His own shaft had already swollen to full mast beneath his skirt, and he couldn't help but wish he could take Berke's place. 

"Don't lie, I can see you squirming," Lina whispered, bringing her lips closer to his ear, "Tell me, which one do you want to be right now?"

"I- I don't..."

The tip of Lina's tongue grazed against Elle's earlobe as it traveled upwards, sending chills throughout his body. Even as he remained still as a stone, watching Dorythia violate Berke in front of everyone, Lina's fingers slid beneath his blouse to find his chest, gently brushing his nipple until it stood on end.

"I can't blame you," Lina hummed, pushing past Elle's hair to plant a kiss behind his ear, "I'd give anything to be on my knees in front of her. To have that thick rod just filling you..."

"Wait, don't-"

Unable to focus on both Lina's advances as well as Dorythia's punishment, Elle slowly sank to the ground, pushed flat on his stomach while Lina continued to grope at his chest. He could see a number of the other girls in the light of the fire, every single one of them practically openly masturbating. Even Aelinor, who seemed inconsolable just minutes ago, stared with her mouth hanging open, her chest heaving. 

"At the same time, imagine having a cock like that," Lina groaned, pinning Elle beneath her body, "Being able to ruin any pretty girl you want, just-"

Apparently unable to get her point across with words, Lina's hips smashed violently into Elle's backside, forcing a quiet yelp from his lips and catching the attention of Phonessa and Lysandra. Berke's tattered clothes had long since been torn from his body, and when Elle glanced over toward the center of the camp, Dorythia had the boy on his back. His legs were thrown up into the air like a woman's, and though Elle couldn't see the thick shaft stretching him open, Berke's silent scream of pain told him all he needed. 

"Oh goddess, look at him..." Lina pressed her face to Elle's as they both watched Dorythia spear Berke on her massive rod, matching the Fury's movements. Elle's own shaft remained hidden, pinned to the ground inside his skirt, but he knew it was only a matter of time before Lina's hands slid southward. Still, he wasn't in any position to move around either. Loud wet slaps echoed throughout the camp as Dorythia finally began rutting in earnest, and Elle could feel his internal button throb longingly each time she bottomed out. For nearly an hour she continued on without rest, only pausing briefly to change position. With Berke now back on his knees with Dorythia holding his arms, Elle could see the constant flow of milky goo escaping from his partial erection and bit his lip in jealousy.

"Hey, what's this?"

Every muscle in Elle's body tensed as Lina's fingers wrapped around his shaft, giving it a few gentle strokes. He'd been so caught up in watching Berke that he'd lost track of Lina's groping. 

"I- I can explain-" he stammered, trying to push himself off the ground, but Lina simply forced him back onto his stomach, gripping his shaft tighter.

"Don't panic, I'm not going to tell anyone," she whispered, "Not unless you try to run away again."

Huffing in frustration, Elle let the girl touch him, glancing worriedly at Phonessa and Lysandra. Luckily for him they'd both found their own girls to play with, but any sudden noise could bring unwanted attention.

"That's right, just stay still and keep watching," Lina murmured, pushing her tongue into Elle's ear to swirl it around, "I always wondered what it'd be like to have a boy under me..."

Though Lina's stroking was awkward and inexperienced, it still didn't take long before Elle was on the brink of climax. Nearly an hour of teasing and watching Berke get filled had taken its toll, and soon his own hips were jerking involuntarily. He could practically feel Lina grinning in amusement as she kept her hand still, letting him work himself up, but he didn't care anymore. 

"That's it, let me feel it..." she whispered, guiding his hips with her own. Dorythia's loud slapping grew faster as her own orgasm neared, and when she finally bred Berke to completion, Elle was only seconds behind her. Biting down on his bottom lip, he squirted repeatedly onto his skirt, throbbing inside Lina's grip as she cooed in his ear.

"Wow, that was amazing..." 

With a soft hiss, Elle finally let out the breath he'd been holding for the past minute, still working himself slowly through Lina's hand. Dorythia also seemed to be finishing up, with Berke nearly catatonic as an iron collar was attached around his neck. 

"I do hope your compatriots were watching from the trees," Dorythia spoke, dragging her tongue across Berke's cheek, "One way or another, they will feel my spear."
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​Chapter 2
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Gentle bird song fell over the camp as the sun warmed their skin, rousing everyone from their slumber, save for Lysandra who had kept watch during the night. Despite the attempted raid the night before, Elle felt better rested than he could remember in recent weeks, and as he looked around the camp, it seemed everyone else felt the same. The majority had ended up in Phonessa's bedroll at some point or another, and now that the morning had come, they all gave exaggerated stretches in various states of undress. Even Lina, who remained fast asleep on Elle's chest, looked at peace as she breathed softly. The only person who didn't seem particularly cheery was Berke, who was now chained inside the cart where Elle had been just days before. Dorythia had fitted him with a leather gag that prevented him from opening his mouth, and he had a visibly hard time remaining seated in one position for too long. 

When everyone finally did rub the sleep out of their eyes, the camp was cleared fairly quickly. Knowing that the capital was only some hours away had Elle in high spirits, Even if the country was only women, so long as he kept to himself Elle figured he could make a life for himself dancing in some tavern or another. If last night was anything to go by, everyone in Asernia was pent up and looking for relief. 

After half a day of riding, the caravan finally came upon the entrance to the Asernian capital. Deinagra, Phonessa had called it. Even before making entry, Elle could see how beautiful it was. The gates were embedded with elaborate illustrations of shimmering gold, and lush trees stood proud even inside the perimeter. And once the caravan had been cleared to enter, the entire group stood awestruck. The roads they traveled on were carved from dark stone, but sunlight would periodically gleam off the dark surface, and curiosity got the better of Elle as he leaned over the side of the cart to investigate the source of these strange flickers.

"Well, what is it?" Lina asked, looking over Elle's shoulder, "Did you drop something?"

"The road, it's... It's made of gems?"

As the cart traveled along, Elle could see rivulets of translucent stone running through the road, glimmering in the sun. Even just a handful of this road would have made him unfathomably rich back in Maraqis, but here in Asernia they just had it for everyone to trod over.

"Yes, the roads of Deinagra are a wonder to behold," Dorythia remarked, matching her horse's pace with the cart, "But it is when night falls that the city's true beauty is revealed. Not unlike that of a woman's."

It took Elle a moment to realize that his skirt had slipped down his backside, giving Dorythia an eyeful. Pulling himself upright, he quickly adjusted himself and coughed nervously, his cheeks stinging beneath his veil.

"Do the two of you intend to settle in Deinagra? Have you a trade or profession?" she continued, openly leering at Elle.

"I'm a somewhat decent baker," Lina hummed, "So I can find work fairly easily, I think. And Elle here is a dancer!"

Even with her helmet obscuring her face, Elle could see Dorythia's eyebrow raise in interest. "A dancer? Which dance, exactly?"

"I- I was a temple priestess," he replied, trying not to lock eyes with Dorythia, "So I danced at small events, sometimes privately one on one..."

"Really? Queen Sarkophis could certainly use more skilled dancers."

"...But Lina told me she was thinking about having a child of her own."

Dorythia's laughter echoed off the ornate buildings as she threw her head back. "Fear not. I, or another stud, will visit everyone here in time. It is our duty, after all."

Dorythia's words sent chills crawling up Elle's back, but there was no more time for conversation. The Furies had come to a stop just before the palace entrance, and beckoned for everyone to dismount.

"Before your audience with the queen, you will be made presentable," Lysandra announced, gesturing to the host of women waiting beside the cart, "You have been freed from captivity and have endured an arduous journey. Come, experience the hospitality of Queen Sarkophis. When you are rested and recovered, then you shall come before the queen and be appointed to your new role within Asernia."

Once Lysandra had finished speaking, a gaggle of attendants shuffled down the palace steps towards Elle's group, quickly surrounding and herding them towards the entrance. From what Elle could see of the interior through the jostling bodies of everyone else, the walls appeared to be made of polished black stone that seemed to swallow any light that touched it. Black stone that swallowed the light... Elle's brow furrowed as he tried to recall why that seemed familiar, but before he could think on it any further he was pulled from the group.  One by one, each girl was led to a different room inside the palace, and before Elle could ask what was happening, he too was dragged through a door and placed into a cushioned chair.

"Alright, what do we have today?" a voice sang, and Elle turned his head to see an older woman striding towards him, tapping her chin. Her chestnut colored hair was tied into a long braid that sat on her shoulder, and she wore a black robe with gold jewelry like the other attendants. 

"H-hello, nice to meet you," Elle replied, squirming nervously in the chair. He hadn't had much time to notice before, but as he looked around the room he saw various knives and shears hanging along the wall. "I'm, er, not sure what I'm supposed to be doing here."

"Oh, relax," the woman laughed, watching Elle's eyes dart between the implements, "I'm just here to get you cleaned up. Name's Alera, I'm one of the queen's ladies-in-waiting. Tsk, it looks like you haven't had a trim in weeks."

"A trim?"


Placing a hand on Elle's shoulder, the woman let out a sigh. "Your hair, sweetie. You have such beautiful hair, and you let it get like this?"



Blinking in confusion, Elle gradually came to the realization that he hadn't actually gotten proper grooming since Maraqis. Every once in a while his bangs would start to grow a bit too long, but that was always solved with a quick cut of his knife.  "I guess it has been a while," he mumbled, looking off to the side, "So much was going on, I never really thought about it."

"You're one of the girls Dorythia brought back, right? I can only imagine the horrors you've seen. You don't need to worry about any of that, though. Just relax and let me fix you up."

Alera strolled casually around the chair, inspecting Elle from every angle before finally humming to herself and retrieving a pair of iron shears. When she reached out to move the veil from Elle's face, however, she found her hand suddenly pushed aside.

"I... I can't take this off," Elle stammered, turning his head to the side, "I can't really explain why, it's just not a good idea."

"Oh, don't be ridiculous. What do you think is going to happen?" Alera said with a click of her tongue, "I need it out of the way if I'm going to cut your hair, so let's see that pretty face." With a quick move of her hand, she deftly snatched it away to reveal Elle's face, smiling at him disarmingly. "See? The walls haven't come crashing down, have they?"

"No, I suppose not..."

Though there hadn't been an immediate reaction, Elle remained on his guard as Alera brushed his hair. He had no way of knowing how long his curse took to take effect; just about everyone had become infatuated at different times. 

"Alright, now let's get you all prettied up. Just close your eyes for me."

Taking a deep breath, Elle followed Alera's instruction and shut his eyes, turning his head in her direction. The chair seemed to move at her discretion, leaning back to submerge the back of his head in water, and he nearly fell asleep while enjoying the sensation of her fingers massaging his scalp. The sound of her shears mingled with her soft hums, but even after twenty or so minutes of being exposed to his face she remained completely at ease. 

"There, that should do it," Alera announced, stepping back to admire her work, "What do you think?"

Upon opening his eyes, Elle found himself looking into a circle of shimmering glass, but instead of looking through it, he saw himself staring back from the other side. "Witchcraft!" he gasped, recoiling in the chair, but Alera seemed positively nonplussed.

"I sometimes forget that the lands outside Asernia have a strict ban on magic," Alera laughed, pulling the glass back, "It's not going to hurt you, it's just a simple reflection. Go on, take a look at your hair and tell me if you like it."

With great caution, Elle looked back into the mirror and inspected himself, slowly turning his head from side to side. His bangs now sat evenly just above his eyebrows, while longer locks that sat on either side of face reached his  jawline. The rest of his hair behind him seemed to reach just below his shoulder blades. 

"It's... nice," he mumbled, suddenly enchanted by his own visage. Though his face was practically caked in dirt and grime, his hair was the cleanest it had ever been and flowed like a dark river in the mirror. Leaning in, Elle took a closer look at his eyes. He'd never known his eye color, it was a bit of a shock to see how deep of a blue they were. Or were they? The more he stared, the more he began to notice flecks of gold hidden in the corners, almost forming a solid ring. They were so beautiful, so mesmerizing, but when he blinked, his gaze turned to his full lips. The lips that had been wrapped around so many shafts, for that was where they belonged. He was perfect, he had to-

"No!"

With a sudden shriek, Elle knocked the mirror out of Alera's hands, finally sucking in air as it shattered against the stone floor. It felt as if a massive weight had been lifted from inside his head, but even with it gone, the lingering remembrance of the sensation remained.

"Are you alright?" Alera asked, rushing forward, "I've never seen a reaction like that before."

"I'm... I'm fine," Elle gasped, clutching the arms of the chair. His heart pounded wildly in his chest, and even though the mirror lay in pieces on the ground some unseen force clawed at his will, compelling him to stare into the reflective shards once more. 

"Are you sure? I can send for an herb-wife." 

Shaking his head, Elle gingerly lifted himself out of the chair, careful not to step near the broken mirror. "I'll be alright. Is that all?"

"Yes, you're finished here. An attendant should be waiting outside, they'll take you to your temporary quarters and provide you with anything you need," Alera informed him, taking hold of his arm, "May you walk with Maeloria's mercy."

Hearing the goddess' name sent chills up Elle's spine, but there was no time to dwell on it as the servant from earlier took possession of him like he was a sack of grain to be stored. After a few more minutes of silent walking through the halls, he was brought to his living quarters. 

"You will find everything you need inside," the attendant spoke, bowing slightly once they had reached the door, "Food will be brought to you shortly, please make use of the bathing accommodations before then. You may walk the palace grounds if you so choose, but do not enter the throne room before your audience with the queen." Having delivered Elle and her instructions, she strode briskly away to her next task, leaving Elle to his own devices.

With nothing left for it, Elle stepped inside to inspect his new temporary living arrangements. Before anything else, he noticed how warm it was, thanks to a lively fire crackling at the far end of the room that filled the air with a soothing scent. The bed sheets and pillow were woven from fine red cloth that was smooth to the touch and almost impossibly soft, with a sleeveless black robe folded neatly in the center for his convenience. Even the frame of the bed was smooth and shone with a polish he'd never seen on wood before, as did the table and chairs on the opposite side. 
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