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The Thirst for Power series is a new kind of fantasy series I'm working on written, in large, to promote not only a more mature edge to the fantasy genre but also to showcase my new platform, Patreon. All of my work is available on Patreon for a fraction of the cost buying the books would be, and all my future books will be available on Patreon first for at least 2 months before other retailers. In this particular case, not only is The Chaos Blade available on there, but so is a Patreon-only series that dives into the what happens afterwards to those who have survived. 

Please, join me on Patreon where we can share thoughts, discussions, or just enjoy the ever-growing content at a great price. https://www.patreon.com/booksbyjason.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


The shadows melted and parted, disgorging an even darker shape. It slipped from bush to tree to rock, never revealing itself entirely as it stalked the cloying scent of decay in the wind. Glimpses of smooth and supple black hide were all it allowed: a curve of muscled back or the serpentine dart of a tail.

Soon it heard the buzzing of insects that feasted on the remains, but the prize remained hidden. It crouched low and coiled in the hollow made by a broken tree. Dark slitted eyes took in the pre-dawn forest in search of scavengers and threats. It tasted the air with its reptilian tongue, learning the meat it smelled was human. Or had been human, now it was just raw and rotting meat.

The creature slunk out from beneath the tree trunk and crept around a rock that looked like it had burst up from the ground ages past. From there it could see the prize. A man with dirty and torn clothes, or at least the remains of one. Carrion birds plucked at the flesh that was already teaming with insects and maggots. The juiciest bits, the eyeballs, had long been gobbled up.

The creature's nostrils flared at the waste of good meat. It could still eat it, if it wanted to, but there was no need. There wasn't much it couldn't eat safely, should the need arise. In this case it—

The creature rose up from where it crouched. A raven noticed and let loose a shrill warning. Wings flapped and three of them rose up and sought safer havens among the branches. The insects scrambled on, heedless of the danger.

The creature didn't care about the birds or the bugs. It no longer cared for the fallen man in this strange place. It set its eyes on the glint of red amidst the shadow cast by the short cliff behind it. A glint that pulled at the creature. A glint that felt somehow familiar.

Before it realized what it was doing it stood on all fours in front of the half eaten corpse. Towering over the rotting cadaver it could see what had killed him. It hadn't been the fall, it had been the sword that was driven up through his body. The pommel was buried in dirt but the hilt was visible. The hilt with a glimmering ruby that had seemed to shine with its own light.

The creature shuddered and rose. Supple black leathery skin shifted and changed. Bones popped as they rearranged themselves. In less time than it took to take a deep breath the reptilian predator had shifted into a statuesque woman with blond hair that fell in waves to her shoulders.

She blinked her gold flecked brown eyes and crouched down, heedless of her nudity in the forest. The insects scurried away from her touch, ants and beetles alike sensing not to get in her way. She wrapped her hand around the hilt of the sword and felt warmth in the leather bound grip. She shifted it to make ready to move the corpse and pull it free. The edge sliced through the weakened bone and rotting flesh as she adjusted it, cutting itself free of its festering sheath.

She stood up and held the blade in front of her, studying it from ornate and bejeweled hilt to the tip of its four foot long double-edged blade. It was flawless. Not a spot of rust or even a stain of blood or dirt on it. Even in the gloom of the forest it seemed to shine. She tilted her head, amazed at not only how it looked, but how it felt.

She had trained with weapons at her Master's insistence, but they never felt right for her. She had been born dragonkin and was most comfortable with her hands as claws with black-nailed talons. This sword though... it felt good. Natural. Like an extension of her arm that would always swing true.

She tried it. A simple swing with a new weapon. It sliced through the air and then struck home. She hadn't realized where she was swinging it until it cleaved through the rotting flesh of the man's neck. His head hit the loam with a soft thud and a short distance so it's missing eyes and nose stared at the cliff wall.

She lifted the sword back up and stared at it. She thought she'd seen some blood on it. A thick and dark mixture of bodily fluids that smeared the pristine steel. Looking at it now, seconds after, there was no sign it had ever been there on the pink-hued steel.

Her eyes widened as she realized the steel wasn't pink. It was... steel colored. It had been pink though, for an instant. And before that it had...

Her large breasts rose as she took in a deep breath and let it out. They continued to sway for a moment from the movement but she paid them no mind. She'd long since gotten used to her human form. A form that she knew her Master was most pleased with, even though he insisted he would be pleased with her no matter how she looked. He was a good Master. Kind when she deserved it, strict when necessary. 

She would have served him willingly even without the contract between them his magic had required. He didn't believe so, but she remained determined to prove herself to him. To prove that she was his. This sword, this was the perfect gift. She knew if she kept it and used it, she would go far. She could feel its power. Even in her human form she could taste the magic within it. She held it in her hand, yet she felt as though it was trying to seduce her. Hints of greatness and power undreamt of. Even her creator, the mighty Dargoth, would not have shared power that made her feel the way the sword in her hand did.

With the sword in her hand she could enthrall the masses. She could raise an army and be their queen. She could rule a kingdom... no, an empire! Perhaps the entire world of Kroth, trusting that the sword's influence. And those that sought to stop her? Well, the sword would help with those as well. Just as it had helped with the head of the corpse beside her.

She smiled at the thought of the masses kneeling before her. She was born of draconic flesh and blood. She deserved such power. Such tribulation. She was a greater being. A mightier race than the small and the weak. The humans and elves and all the others that fucked like animals to spread their numbers because they had no might by themselves.

She shook her head as an errant thought crossed her. That wasn't right. Not all humans were useless. There was her Master. He was... he was powerful. He had defeated her creator. He and his minions were worthy beings. They were her sisters. She was one of them, granted mercy when she fought against them and was defeated. 

They were better than her, she remembered. Stronger together and more skilled. Smarter. Yet they treated her as an equal among them. All of them equal. Sisters in service and devotion to their Master. To John, the man who had slain a dragon, killed a gnoll warlord, defeated the Archon of Mygela, and served only his Mistress, the most exalted demon who vied for control of Kroth and from there the dark realms beyond.

"Yes," she whispered to the shadows. "I will gift this to Master. He will be pleased and I will be rewarded. Perhaps... perhaps he might even make me his most favored."
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Jennaca tossed a cold strip of meat to her tiger, Sasha, and glanced around the breaking camp. Her eyes went to the forest to the northwest and she spotted a figure step away from the tree line. "Oh look, Arika's naked again," Jennaca noted as the buxom blond walked proudly toward them. Jennaca's eyes narrowed as she spotted the sword in her hand.

Roxanne popped her head up from where she'd been tying her bedroll. "Where? Oh, I see her... yeah, I'm looking."

Zynga snickered from her position on the wagon's seat.

Helleen, Roxanne's twin sister, slapped her twin sister on the back of her shoulder as she walked by with a spring in her stop. "I thought you were happy with Zynga?"

"Oh, very happy," Roxanne said with an eager nod of her head. “Not as happy as you after a proper fucking though.”

Helleen flashed her a not-so-guilty grin.

"No harm in looking," Zynga said. "Or tasting. I don't mind... as long as she shares. Wouldn’t mind tasting what you’ve got left behind too, Helleen.”

Helleen scoffed and sent her sister a fake glare. "I swear, you should have been born a man."

Roxanne pouted. "And smack my willy on everything when I run around naked? I'd never be able to sit down properly either without crushing my jewels. Not to mention then Master wouldn't want me. No thank you!"

Helleen looked at Artesia as she finished lashing up the horses. "I'm not so sure about that."

"About which part— oh... well... if I looked like her that would be different. Besides, she's still a woman, even if she has a cock... it's just part of her heritage. You know, because she's part sand elf."

Helleen snorted.

"What, you love cock!" her sister insisted.

"John's, yes," Helleen said. She hesitated and blushed. "Before him...yes, I did."

"And a woman like Artesia? Strong and skillful and beautiful like her? But with that between her legs? You can't tell me you wouldn't have been interested."

Helleen sighed. "I'm not saying I wouldn't be. It's just... Master's enough for me."

"I know I've seen you eye-fucking Jennaca before."

"Oh for the love of Leander, stop it!" Helleen hissed.

Roxanne nearly collapsed in a fit of giggles. It was quite a sight for the lean and fit gladiatrix to be struggling to breathe, let alone rise to her feet.

"What's that?" John asked.

Roxanne swallowed her laughter and jumped to her feet. "Sorry, Milord, I—"

"Not you, Arika. What's she got there?" John said as he flashed Roxanne a smile and stepped past her to the edge of the trampled grass that made up their camp. "I thought she was going hunting?"

"You should have sent me," Jennaca said as she stepped up beside him.

"Sasha's still limping, I don't want her to hurt herself," John said.

"I know, but trust me, she needs to run and hunt to get her strength back," Jennaca said.

"I'll keep it in mind."

"That's a sword," Jennaca said. "What's she doing with a sword? Are we getting close to civilization again? I thought we had a few days until we hit a town."

“Doesn’t mean we’re the first people out here,” John pointed out. “Maybe the first ones still alive though.”

Jennaca winced at the thought and fell silent. She scratched Sasha between the shoulder blades and waited while Arika drew closer.

“What’s this?” Artesia asked as she walked up. Her eyes never left the naked blond walking toward them, but like the rest of them, her eyes were on the weapon in her hand rather than her beauty on display. “That’s a fine sword she’s got.”

John nodded. He pushed down the urge to walk toward Arika to greet her. Greet her, and inquire about the fine sword in her hand. His own spear, a powerful gift from his Mistress, was leaning against his wagon behind them.

Arika broke into a jog and closed the remaining distance in a matter of seconds. She beamed at John and greeted him by dropping to her knees and holding up the sword. “Master! I found this.”

John marveled at the sun glinting off the perfect blade of the weapon. His eyes fell on the ruby in the hilt and he became enamored with the way the light played inside of it. “You found this?” he asked.

“Yes! It was run through the body of human. Not a warrior, I don’t think, he was dressed in a nightshirt. He’d been there a while rotting away.”

“Yet the blade is as fresh as if it were freshly forged,” Artesia said. She took a half step toward it.

John’s hand lifted before he even noticed it. Artesia stopped, bowed her head, and stepped back. Arika saw his hand coming closer to the weapon and a shadow crossed her face. She rose to her feet in a smooth motion and pulled the sword across her body.

“I found it,” she said.

“Yes, you found it,” John said. He altered his voice to put some of his infernal power into it. The magic spoke to her through the bond they had.  “And you brought it to me. As you should.”

“As...I...should,” Arika repeated. She bowed her head and added, “Yes, yes, it should be yours, Master. A fine weapon such as this deserves only the most powerful and wonderful Master.”

She tilted the sword so it was horizontal and lifted it for him. John brushed his hand over hers and felt her trembling. The muscles in her arm were taught.

“Please, Master, take it,” Arika begged.

John slid his hand across her smooth skin and touched the leather grip. It was warm to his touch. More than warm, there was something within it. A pressure of magic that was pressing outwards toward him. When he pulled the hilt free of Arika’s grip and wrapped his fingers around it, the pressure burst and the magic rushed into him.

John infernal magic met it headfirst. John’s women watched and saw him standing still. They were completely unaware of the battle that warred within him. John was barely more than a bystander at first as well. The sword’s magic was one of hunger and consumption. Aggression and violence and need. He knew it wanted to overwhelm him. To take him for itself and use him for its own ends. There was a presence in the sword. A presence beyond almost anything he’d ever encountered. Almost...

The dark storm of John’s infernal power would not be cowed. Not by the this. It blocked every attempt and wrapped itself around the tendrils of power that tried to slip past its guard. The sword’s magic continued to attack, only to be rebuffed every time until John’s power began to weaken. Thanks to time spent with Helleen that morning John had replenished his power, but the sword’s reserves seemed limitless.

With the conclusion inevitable, John freed his mind from that of a spectator. He focused inward and took control of the rapidly diminishing pool of power. He directed it to fight back, probing into the sword and sensing not only vast power, but surprise and anger. The sword’s attack ended as abruptly as it began. The magic pulled back into the weapon and then offered a pulse of power that the woman surrounding them felt wash over them.

“Master!” Arika was first to breathe. She fell to her knees and then prostrated herself before him.

John blinked and looked at the sword in his hand. The ruby in the hilt blazed as it caught the rising sun’s rays. The glint of sunlight off the polished blade was enough to blind someone. He turned slowly, surveying his thralls and—

Thralls? John gave his head a quick shake. They weren’t thralls, they were his consorts. His advisors. His... his court. After all, he was Lord John, a wandering noble. Artesia, Arika, Helleen, and Roxanne were kneeling with their head’s bowed.

“John?”

John turned to see Jennaca staring at him. Her face was pale and she kept dropping her eyes to the sword in his hand and then further, to his feet. Then she’d jerk them back up. “What’s happening?”

John shook his head and then looked at the sword. He could sense the magic in it. It was shifting and simmering within the steel. Waiting for a chance to be unleashed. Waiting for him to unleash it. He had bested it. He had shown the sword that he was its Master too. It served him now. Him and, through him, his dark Mistress.

The others could feel it too. They understood how important he was. How powerful he was. How they should kneel before him and worship him. He smirked and turned to Arika, the woman that had brought this great tool to him.

“Arika,” John said as she stepped around her.

“Master,” she mewled from where her face was pressed into the trampled grass.

“You deserve a reward.”

“Thank you, Master!” she said and then cried out as John’s hand roughly grabbed her upraised hip. She was on display for him, as she’d intended to be. Offering herself to him in her most intimate and vulnerable of ways. It was as it should be, he was her Master. Her better. Her—

Arika let out a guttural groan as John’s cock parted her flesh and sank inside of her. He kept going, burying inch after inch until she was sure there couldn’t possibly be anymore. Still he impaled her, reducing her groan to a breathless quiver. Only then did his thighs hips strike her bottom.

The sheer thrill of being taken and being used by her Master overwhelmed her. Her mind went blank with pleasure and relief. Only when he mated with her did she truly feel worthy of him. Only when he used her roughly did she feel she was where she belonged to be. After the hardship she’d caused him, this was a mercy she could never expect from him, yet she cherished it.

John drew back and plunged back inside of her. She grunted as he drove her face into the grass. In her mind she was shouting, “Yes! Harder! More!” Her only regret was she couldn’t make the words come out of her mouth, her body was locked in rapture and would not heed her commands.

“I hear you,” John spoke to her through their bond. 

His words, unheard by everyone, caused a fresh wave of ecstasy to overwhelm her. She knew then that there was no one— no being or entity— as wondrous and powerful as her Master. She was his, at his whim, and so long as he would have her. She would do anything— anything— to please him.

John grinned as he heard her thoughts and her feelings. She had opened herself utterly to him. She was his, as she should be. As they all should be!

John rutted into her, pushing her across the ground at times and slapping his flesh against hers so hard a normal woman would have cried out in agony. Not Arika, she was special. Not only could she take the roughness, she relished it.

John slid his hand across from her hip and down the cleft in her arse. Her other hole winked at him and teased him with every thrust and every convulsion of pleasure that swept through her. His thumb probed her clutching exit and made it an entrance. All she could do was pant and whimper a little louder. Inside her mind she exploded all over again and repeated her mantra of devotion and love and subservience to him.

Satisfied that there was nothing left for her to give, John unleashed the stoppers on his pleasure. He surged and exploded in her, pouring his essence into her and initiating the connection to her soul that allowed him to give her greater pleasure still. Not only pleasure, but it was also how he fed. The ritual of release opened the gateway to let energy pour into him from her. He drank greedily, restoring the power he’d lost fighting the sword’s magic.

Arika collapsed. Her body was limp on the ground and John was still grinding himself into her. He saw how little she had left and, for a terrible moment, he knew she was on the cusp of death. He moved to pull himself free of her but then held still. Without the physical connection the gateway would be closed. She’d be weakened and spent. Exhausted possibly beyond what she could endure. That wouldn’t do— she was too useful a pet to be used up and cast aside.

He gathered up some of the power he’d taken from her and nursed it back into her. His cock stirred inside of her, thickening and oozing out his magical seed into her womb. The effect was instantaneous. Her eyelids fluttered and opened and she let out a ragged moan.

John pulled himself free of her at last. He pushed away from her with his hand, her now slack muscle releasing his thumb. John surged to his feet and looked around. Jennaca had fallen to her knees too, but she stared up at him. Her face was flushed but there was a touch of fear in her eyes.

He looked away and found Sadie standing next to his carriage. She alone was on her feet. She stared at him with wide eyes and parted lips. She was shocked. Shocked and troubled. He could feel the swirl of emotions in her, even from nearly two dozen feet away.

Zynga hopped off the wagon driver’s bench and rushed across the campsite. She slid to a halt before him and licked her lips hungrily. She held back from sating her desire and looked up at him first.

John smirked and then nodded down to her.

In a flash, the imp inhaled his still swollen length. She tasted his and Arika’s flavors and moaned as she fed on the leftovers. This was how she found nourishment, in her Master’s spendings. Beytrixxa had promised her many things to coerce her to serve John, but for all the promises of greatness and power, she’d shackled her to the man at the same time. An infernal joke that Zynga could appreciate, even if she had trouble finding humor in it.

John looked to the right of Zynga and realized he still held the sword in his hand. He chuckled and said, “Artesia, find me a sheath for this sword.”

“Yes, My Lord,” Artesia said and rose up. She hurried to the carriage and dug through sacks until she found a spare sword and pulled it free. She returned with the sheath and held it out for him reverently.

“Thank you, my dear,” John said. He grabbed her by the back of the neck and pulled her in for an almost punishing kiss. When he let go she swooned and then caught her balance. She gasped in a breath and stared at him, her cheeks glowing with an inner flame.

“A sword such as this is not just a sword,” John mused as he admired the blade. He tilted it, causing the sunlight to reflect about the field. “I felt your power and your wrath. Your desire to consume. I think... yes, I know your name. You shall be Cirithallion, the Chaos Blade.”
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Zynga stopped sucking at the announcement.

John slid the sword into the sheath. With it the field seemed to cool. A breeze soothed the sweat on John’s neck. He blinked and looked down. Arika was lying on the ground, drool on her face and wetting the grass she lay in. Zynga locked gazes with him and gave him a final slurp before she pulled her lips free from his deflating length. 

John exercised a touch of magic to bring his robe back to his body. He buckled the belt of the holster around his hips once his robe was in place and then knelt down next to Arika. “Arika, are you all right? I nearly took too much. I’m sorry.”

She moaned and managed a half smile. “Perfect, Master,” she murmured. “Use me like that every time.”

John chuckled. “Well, you’re not so useful now so, we’ll see about that. I’m not sure what got into me. Except, well...”

“I think we all know what got into her,” Roxanne quipped.

John chuckled and Arika managed another happy moan. He glanced at Roxanne and said, “Help her into the carriage. She’ll need to rest before she’s able to walk with us.”

“John?” Jennaca asked. She was standing again. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but that was unbelievably hot! Please though... don’t do that to me. I don’t... I’m wrecked enough when we make love. I’m so ready for you right now I’d even beg you to do me like that, but please... I know it wouldn’t end well.”

John chuckled. “I’ll never take more from any of you than I should. We all have a contract that protects you as well as me.”

Jennaca let a few more breaths slip between her lips before she nodded. She shuddered and tugged at her tight fitting halter top. “I’m wearing next to nothing and it’s still too hot! Saints and Demons, John, I’m not sure I can hold off a few more days until you take me again.”

“Hang on now, I’m not giving up my turn!” Roxanne called from where she held open the carriage door for Arika.

“Listen to yourselves,” Sadie scolded them. “You sound like children. Uninhibited horny children, but still children! Where’s your sense of control and propriety?”

“That’s funny,” Helleen said. “I love you, Sadie, but I’ve heard you when you and John are going at it. I’m surprised you can still utter prayers with that mouth.”

Sadie’s cheeks filled with blood as she gawked at the gladiator-turned-soldier. “That’s not— I didn’t—”

John held up his hands. “No, no, Sadie’s usually right. She probably is this time too. There’s something about this sword. It has a presence in it. A great power... and not just raw magic but there is something to it. A sentience or a compulsion. Unsheathed it is unleashed and at its height. Like this it is subdued. We can all think a little more clearly.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to get rid of it,” Jennaca said.

John shook his head without hesitation. “No! I just mean I need to study it and be careful with it. Look what it turned Arika into?”

“I reached for it,” Artesia whispered.

John turned to her. “What’s that?”

“I... I reached for it,” she said as she slowly met his gaze. Her arousal from the earlier public display had faded. Now she began to pale. “I was going to take it from...from Arika.”

“I stopped you, it was not yours to take,” John said. He frowned and shook his head. “I mean, I’m not sure you could have fought off its power. I’m not sure how Arika was able to give it to me willingly. Perhaps because she’s not like us.”

“Not human?” Jennaca asked. “Neither’s Artesia. Not fully. Maybe she would have—”

“No, Arika’s something different entirely. She looks human,” John said.

“She looks like the Saint of beauty had a love child with the Saint of Lust,” Roxanne interrupted.

“Yes, well, she’s not. She’s dragonkin... or she was. We’re not entirely sure what she is now, but she was born of Dargoth’s flesh and blood and he gifted her the power to be as she is. She’s not a true dragon, but she is something very resilient and special, all the same. Perhaps that gave her the power to resist.”

“Or maybe it didn’t want her,” Sadie offered. “Seems to me that getting rid of it might not be a bad idea.”

“I kept the Egg and we’re all fine for it,” John reminded her.

Sadie scowled. “Another choice made against my better judgment.”

Zynga licked her lips and said, “Cirithallion. That’s an Infernal name, you know.”

“I know,” John said. “It suits.”

“Be careful,” she suggested. “It’s dangerous letting the dark speech into the hands of others. Too much of it can draw the attention of dangerous powers.”

“Hmm, I can think of a few examples of that,” John mused.

Zynga smirked. “Too late for that one, you’re her champion now... Master.”

John’s smile faded and he stared hard at Zynga. “So I am... but are you still her informant?”

“Her informant? I’m sworn and bound to you, how could I be hers too?”

“Because you are,” John said. “I know it well and you know I know it. Don’t speak in riddles, imp. You have a good life here, with us. With me. Better, I think, than any other time you’ve had.”

Zynga bowed her head. “Yes, when you’re not—”

“No, at all times,” John stated.

She took in a breath and blew it out. “Yes.”

“Remember that. Remember how you live. The luxuries and freedoms you have. Remember the taste in your mouth and the feel of your lover.”

Zynga’s eyes darted to a blushing Roxanne.

“Remember all that you risk.”

“She doesn’t call on me anymore. Or hasn’t in some time. She trusts in you, Master.”

John laughed. “She trusts no one.”

Zynga winced. “True, but she almost trusts you, which is saying much. I... it is up to me to tell her things if I feel she should know them.”

John’s eyes narrowed. “If you feel she should know them?”

“Yes.”

“That’s how she worded it?”

“Yes.”

John chuckled. “Well, in that case, I’m going to trust in you to value what you have to know what she should and should not know.”

Zynga tilted her head and then looked at the scabbard with Cirithallion in it. “The sword?”

“Indeed.”

“What use would Mistress have for such a thing? Her power is not that of war, but of lust and seduction. Of promises and oaths and the angst and longing over broken vows.”

“So it is. I’m glad we understand one another.”

“We do,” Zynga said. She glanced at Roxanne and then turned back to John. “Thank you for making sure I understood.”

John raised an eyebrow and then nodded.

Zynga slipped away and moved to Roxanne. The taller woman dropped a hand down and pulled Zynga to her side where they shared a brief hug.

“Well, Arika’s resting. Let’s finish up and be on our way,” John said. “We’ve a long ways yet to go and if one person died of a battle nearby, I’d rather we didn’t come across whatever killed him.”

The women, his women, jumped to work and hurried to finish striking camp and readying the wagon. In minutes they were underway, with Artesia driving the two-horse team that pulled the carriage across the uneven ground. John sat with her on the bench but was lost in thoughts of the sword at his side.

His staff was stored safely inside the carriage. His staff that he’d spent months training with, only to discard it in favor of a weapon he’d barely ever considered using. “Artesia, you’re going to have to teach me how to use this, you know?”

“Thank you, My Lord,” she said. “I was going to suggest we do that, but I didn’t want to overstep.”

John rolled his eyes. “Saints above and below, Artesia, what will it take to realize just how accepted and appreciated you are? You bring value far beyond your sword and skills. Your mind I cherish the most. Never hesitate with a recommendation or even a dispute, should you see things differently than I do. I need those closest to me to be comfortable and to know how much I treasure their thoughts, even when they don’t match mine. Perhaps most especially when they don’t match mine.”

She nodded. “I’ll keep it in mind, My Lord.”

“Artesia?”

“Yes, My Lord?”

“You’re bound to me now. If you doubt yourself or my sincerity, simply look within yourself. Our contract is all the proof you need to know that I do not think less of you than the others.”

She sat stiffly and looked forward.

“Artesia?”

“I understand, My Lord. I’m sorry, I didn’t know I needed to respond.”

John sighed.

“My Lord?”

“Yes?” John asked eagerly.

“What you did... with Arika?”

John steeled himself. He’d been beyond rough with Arika. She’d begged for it, but he hadn’t been himself either. Or maybe he had been. Maybe that was him without limits? “Too much?”

“No... I... It was impressive, that’s all.”

John studied the flame-cheeked woman-at-arms for a moment before stating, “There’s more on your mind, I think.”

She let out a breath that squeaked slightly. “M...My Lord... I... Yes, but...”

John opened up the bond between them and spoke through it, “Never feel shame for what or who you are, nor for what you desire. I accept you— all of you— and I desire you.”

Artesia stiffened and then relaxed in her chair. She let out a strangled groan and then bit her lip before turning to look at him. She had a fire in her eyes that excited him. “A part of me wants to be treated like that. I don’t, I think, but it was exciting seeing you have your way with her. Knowing that you made her yours, in her soul. We could see it. And then you kissed me with so much strength... as though it was your right to do so. I don’t... I couldn’t do that— be in her place, I mean, but I still longed to be. I know it doesn’t make sense but... well, I’m struggling with that.”

John smiled. “I wouldn’t do that to you, Artesia. You’re a physical woman, but there’s more to you too. Dominating you isn’t what you need.”

She nodded. “What do I need?”

“We haven’t figured that out yet,” John admitted. “But when we do, if I can, I will do everything I can to provide it.”

She leaned over and initiated a kiss. John was stunned by her initiative and was still for a moment, but he warmed up quickly and made sure she knew he welcomed the affection. When she pulled back she took in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “Wow,” she said.

“I could say the same.”

She smiled at him. “I can’t wait to be with you again, My Lord. We should see if we can find a way to make us all stronger or quicker to recover so you don’t have to wait so long between us.”

“I see I’ve chosen wisely in making you my apprentice!” He gloated.

She gasped. “I’m your apprentice?”

“I’ve been teaching
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