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"I don't trust him," Queen Jacquelyn murmured to her reflection, her voice a fragile whisper that seemed to crack the silence of the throne room. Dust motes danced in the lone shaft of moonlight, illuminating the gauntness of her face and the deep fatigue etched around her eyes. Her handmaiden, Opal, stood quietly in the shadows, her own stomach a hollow ache that was a constant companion to the kingdom's misery. She had heard the whispered folklore—tales of the Serpent King’s insatiable hunger, his treacherous deals, and the barren lands that were his gift to those who dared cross him. But the whispers of legend were no longer a distant threat; they were a looming, scaly reality. The kingdom was starving, a brittle husk of its former glory, and he, the creature of myth and fear, held the last of their hope in his cold, coiled grip.

Opal’s hunger was a physical weight, but as she watched the queen’s hand tremble, a different kind of fire sparked in her belly. A fierce resolve. It wasn’t a desire for self-sacrifice, but a quiet, burning defiance against the forces that had brought them to their knees. A secret magic, dormant for years, hummed beneath her skin. She had always kept it hidden, a birthright so rare it was considered a myth—the ability to coax life from the soil with a single touch. She was a food mage, and in a world dying of famine, she was both a miracle and a curse.

She stepped forward, the soft sigh of her worn boots on the stone floor like a whisper of her purpose. "Your Highness," she began, her voice a steady balm in the tense silence. "I am ready to go to him. If it means saving our people, I will endure whatever he asks."

Queen Jacquelyn turned from the mirror, her face a mask of grief and gratitude. She reached for a small, heavy bag of embroidered silk and placed it into Opal’s calloused palm. The weight of the gold was shocking, a forgotten sensation in a land where coin had lost its value to the more brutal currency of a full stomach. "You are brave beyond words, Opal," the queen said, her fingers curling around Opal's. "Take this as a token of my gratitude and perhaps as a bargaining chip. But remember, the food is what we need. Nothing more. Nothing less."

Opal’s fingers tightened on the bag. She had felt the crushing weight of her mission from the moment the queen had confided in her, but with the queen’s words came a strange, exhilarating pull. It wasn't the thrill of a heroic quest that thrummed through her veins, but the primal challenge of facing the creature who could either save or doom them all. To look into the face of their famine and demand a reckoning.

The journey was a slow, agonizing crawl through a world drained of its vitality. The Starving Lands were a brutal display of the Serpent King’s power, a wasteland of cracked earth and skeletal trees that wept sap like blood. The sky was a perpetual bruised purple, the sun a pale, sickly coin that offered no warmth. For days, Opal walked, her resolve a shield against the gnawing emptiness inside her.

She passed ghost villages and saw the silent graves of those who had succumbed, their hopes withered like the crops. With every step, she thought of her people, of the gaunt faces of her people, of youths who had barely seen eighteen summers, of the elderly whose wisdom was fading with their strength. She was the vessel of their last hope. As she walked, a faint, almost imperceptible warmth spread from her fingertips. She watched a tiny, brittle weed along the path begin to pulse with a faint, green light before she quickly pulled her hand away. The plant shriveled back into a dry husk. She was unable to control the magic, unable to sustain its power. The land was too hungry, her own well of life too shallow.

Then, on the horizon, she saw it—a shimmering mirage that was too real to be a trick of the mind. It was a towering fortress, a citadel of green and gold surrounded by a sea of vibrant, living crops. The air changed, becoming thick and sweet with the scent of fertile soil and ripe fruit, a stark, almost obscene contrast to the deathly stillness of the desert. The aroma was a torture, a cruel mockery of her hunger, but it also fueled her resolve. As she drew closer, the towering fortress became terribly clear: this was the Serpent King's Grand Pantry, a monument to a harvest so obscenely bountiful it felt sacrilegious. The walls were made of a strange, pale stone that seemed to pulse with a faint, internal light, and the towering gate was carved with serpentine figures that writhed and coiled in an endless dance. Guards slithered out from the shadows—creatures of twisted horror, their lower halves a glistening serpent’s tail, their upper bodies a grotesque parody of human form. Their eyes, narrow and suspicious, were slits in their scaled faces.

Opal held her ground, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She was a handmaiden, not a warrior, but the fire in her belly burned brighter than her fear. "I am Opal, a handmaiden from the Starving Lands. I seek an audience with the Serpent King," she announced, her voice trembling slightly, but firm nonetheless. "I come with an offer from the Queen."

They hissed among themselves, a sound like dry leaves scraping on stone, before one of the guards, a particularly long-bodied one, slithered away. Opal was left to wait, the air thick with the promise of food and the presence of silent, predatory watchers.

The interior of the Grand Pantry was a world unto itself. The air was cool and damp, a relief from the oppressive heat outside. The walls, carved from what looked like petrified wood, were lined with shelves that groaned under the weight of a harvest from a different realm entirely. Fruits of unimaginable colors—deep purples, brilliant reds, iridescent blues—were piled high in baskets woven from golden reeds. Vegetables, plump and firm, lay in fragrant mounds. The sight was intoxicating, a feast for the eyes and nose that made her stomach rumble in protest. But a different kind of hunger stirred within her, a magical yearning to touch the produce, to feel the life energy of the land thrumming through her own fingertips. She pushed the feeling down, focusing on her mission. She was here for her people, not for herself.

A low, resonant hiss echoed through the cavernous space, a sound that seemed to curl around her, cold and heavy as a burial shroud. From the shadows, the Serpent King emerged, not so much slithering as a force of nature made flesh. His body was a tapestry of black and iridescent emerald scales that seemed to swallow the torchlight, and he moved with a fluid, terrifying grace, a dark melody of coiled muscle and sinister power. As he settled on a throne of gold and ivory, his head rising above a mound of precious metals, his eyes—two gleaming emeralds—fixed on her. In that moment, Opal felt a terrifying pull, a feeling of being both prey and collaborator. His gaze didn’t just meet hers; it sank into her, an invasive warmth that made her skin prickle with a mixture of dread and morbid fascination. 

A tremor ran through her, not of fear, but of her dormant magic humming in response, a silent shiver of recognition. She clutched the queen's gold, its mundane weight a desperate anchor against the overwhelming, predatory presence that filled the room.

Opal took a deep breath, clutching the bag of gold. "My queen sends her regards and a proposal," she said, her voice even despite the frantic beat of her heart. "We offer you this wealth in exchange for a fraction of what you hoard. Enough to save our people from the jaws of famine."

"You dare bring me gold?" His voice was a low, seductive rumble that seemed to vibrate in her very bones. "To the one who feeds the world, you bring a mere trinket?"

Opal’s chin lifted. "It may be a mere trinket to you, but it is all our queen had left to give. It is a token of our desperation."

The Serpent King’s forked tongue flicked out, tasting the air, tasting her fear and her resolve. But he also tasted something else—a rare, intoxicating sweetness that hummed with a life not found in these barren lands. His gaze was unreadable, his eyes unblinking, like a predator studying its prey. "What makes you think I care for the lives of those outside my dominion?" he mused, the words a silken thread weaving their way around her.

Opal swallowed hard, but her voice remained steady. "You are a creature of legend, a being of power," she said, a flicker of defiance in her eyes. "Surely, you do not wish to be remembered as the one who allowed innocents to suffer."

A low chuckle, a sound like shifting stones, escaped him. The Serpent King leaned forwards, his coils unfurling with a slow, predatory grace that made her senses prickle. "Ah, but what if I do?" His smile was a chilling display of sharp, white fangs, a grin that promised pain and pleasure in equal measure. "What if their suffering... amuses me?"

Opal's heart hammered against her ribs, but she did not flinch. "Then you are a monster," she replied, her voice filled with a quiet, burning conviction. "And I will find another way to save them." The words were a gamble, a desperate plea to whatever humanity might lie beneath his scales. The thought of her people starving was a fire in her belly that burned away any fear. As the words left her mouth, a faint, almost magical warmth spread from her hand, a tremor of power that she quickly suppressed.

The Serpent King’s smile grew wider, a truly terrifying sight. His tail slithered closer, the tip a gentle, unsettling touch on the floor beside her foot. "Perhaps," he said, his voice a seductive whisper that curled around her. "But gold is no longer a currency I accept. My own pantries are full, yet my stomach













d2d_images/cover.jpg
X

/A SERPENT'S |
: "HUNGRY
fﬁfﬁéfEMBRAEE

4 1
3 Y
WSy A
/A
el A R
&7

”z L

)
\ I

A food mage must choose between her people’s survival
and her hunger for the man who holds the key to her
kingdom’s last food stores.
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