

    
        
          Sowing the Seeds

        

        
        
          JJ Alleson

        

        
          Published by JJ Alleson, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SOWING THE SEEDS

    

    
      First edition. May 14, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 JJ Alleson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224101702

    

    
    
      Written by JJ Alleson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


SOWING THE

SEEDS

Also by J.J. Alleson

HORROR 

Hunting Jan Tregeagle

NON-FICTION

Her Cheekbones: On Not Writing Romance

ROMANCE

The Monk’s Proposal

Beneath the Beta

Some Unfinished Business

POETRY

Acid Bites

Dipping Under

Curved Lips

Poets On the Ground

SOWING THE

SEEDS

––––––––
[image: ]


J. J. ALLESON

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

PEGAI PUBLISHING

––––––––
[image: ]




Characters and Place Names

––––––––
[image: ]



Ashinawe (Ashi-naw-way)  The island: location unknown. 

Adora (Ah-dor-a):  Also adala, meaning precious one, the only one. 

Azalel (Az-uh-lel):  Also known as First Gifted: Leader of the lords and a virgin. 

Arken (Ark-un):  Light-hearted and easy going. 

Aros (Ah-ross):  A virgin husband; Adora’s growing ally.

Blui (Blue):  Reticent, impassioned and always aroused.

Calo (Kay-lo):  An empath. Replicates other forms when under stress.

Ceron (Ser-un):  Zkiel’s twin. A charming, compassionate lord.

Dain (Dayne):  Courteous, self-conscious; struggling against lust.

Eniel (En-ee-ull):  A high speed lord who suppresses his desires in erotic poetry.

Eran (Er-un):  A strong-willed celibate. Azalel’s mentor. 

Grae (Grey):  A gentle, virgin lord close to Azalel and Adora. 

Inra (Een-rah):  An uncomplicated, lord in touch with nature

Ineai (In-ee-eye):  A lord whose mind is broken.









Kalan (Kay-lun):  A disciplinarian leader.

Kmera (Kuhmay-ruh):  A shy lord with hidden exhibitionist tendencies.

Merin (Meryn):  A reclusive, talented fruit sculptor.

Misol (Mee-sol): One of Adora’s strongest allies.

Nion (Nee-on):  A lord who asks difficult questions. 

Oparta (O-par-tuh): A lustful, vulgar, envious storyteller. 

Skaie (Sky):  A gifted but misguided lord. 

Til (Till):  A gifted lord who despises Azalel.

Zkiel (Zee-kee-ell):  A fiery lord who speaks plainly. Ceron’s twin.



















And could you find another 

With devotion like mine?

Filled with a love 

That has conquered all time?

- Azalel





Here take my picture

- John Dunne
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SHE’D HAD A SURFEIT of choices with which to begin all life. But had dawdled, perusing this one then the next. Each form offered a tempting reason for their selection, yet she delayed. Soon they were spinning past so rapidly she could no longer distinguish them. They were winking out of existence; unique designs of creation gone forever. 

In panic, she thrust her hand into the maelstrom. Things clutched her fingers fleetingly. Faster and farther they flew, all disappearing into nothingness. Then something grabbed her hand. Held on. Pulling hard, she clasped it to her and opened her eyes. 

Something else scrabbled against her skin. She dismissed it as the whimsy of her imagination. Her first task accomplished, and all strength depleted, she emptied her mind, lay down, and slept.

* ~*~ *
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He rose from slumber, while lacking any awareness of what slumber was. Something had pulled at him; summoned him. Had he understood terror, he’d have trembled at the space around him. Had he been able to define loneliness, he would have fled far away. 

But his dominion was now, then, beyond, before, and what was yet to come. Everything, from here to there, was one and the same. He lacked understanding of his environment, his function, and his existence. He lacked awareness of everything. Almost everything.
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1: Five, Breacher of Protocol
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ADORA AWOKE TO FIND herself sprawled naked on a chiwara recliner. Cushioned in red velvet and wide enough for two, it skewed haphazardly across her balcony. Her hair had twisted, locked, and extended across the floor through the open doorway, and up onto Misol’s sea mirror. 

The spiralling curtain it formed there prompted the memory of dark eyes from the night before. They had watched her and Lord Dain as if observing a pair of horned beetles in combat. 

Curtailing her spreading locks, she angled her gaze to meet the ocean vista. A pair of terns circled above the waves, their piebald plumage and reedy cries tantalising the fish below. Amid this theatre a roar split the air, and a long tongue of blue flame winked both birds out of existence. 

“No!”

As she shot upright, some jinni seemed to take her horror as a command. Instantly, the birds reappeared. Oblivious to both their recent demise and resurrection, they continued to coo at the marine delights below. Fifty feet higher, a long-necked figure sailed, its wings flapping as if moving through honey. Adora’s brows wrinkled. A Guardian? She’d always presumed their presence to be a warning of danger, never a threat itself. Had she been mistaken in thinking them benign? 

Perhaps she had. Every day, conflict was brewing, and time was running out. What should have been a pleasure was becoming more arduous by the day. As the Guardian grew more distant, it roared again. This time she heard the thought clearly. 

Do not mistake us for playmates, Mother of All.

Was one of the lords playing the jester? It couldn’t be Oparta. He was incapable of saying that many words without cursing. And Grae would die before causing her the slightest anxiety. It wouldn’t be the demon. He wouldn’t have used a title as honourable as Mother of All. And although last night’s visitor, Lord Dain, had suffered a loss of control, he was far too distressed to play games. 

It hadn’t been the Dain she knew. However, she’d have to examine that another time. Right now, the sun’s first rays were scanning across her flesh, highlighting the dark and light tones of her skin. As they played across the heaviness she could now feel lower down, it reminded her that, soon, another husband rota would begin. 

On cue, a husky voice broke into her thoughts. My queen, I’m mortified. Last night was . . . 

Good morning, Lord Dain. He must have left while she was sleeping.

Good morning. I humbly beg your pardon.

She curtailed Dain’s stumbling apology. I understand perfectly, my lord. It’s not an easy task for either one of us.

I fear the lion’s share of pleasure falls to me, my lady. I will forego my turn next rota.

You mustn’t. That would only lead to worse behaviour. I forgive you, sojah. Let’s speak upon this another time. 

Their conversation ended, she rose and descended the steps that had caused him such difficulty. At the bottom was a narrow path leading around to the back of the villa where a small grove of fruit trees grew. Hidden by high shrubs and tall ferns, the grove was off-limits to any lord except in an emergency.

In the centre of the grove was a sunken bath, and it was to this, with leaves and twigs crunching under her bare feet, that Adora now picked her way, Scented with sandalwood, it bubbled a gentle invite, and as she sank in, the water seeped into her aching limbs and delivered everything it had promised the eye. Poinciana and hibiscus combined their scents to soothe jaded spirits, and even the distant ocean carried its own murmurs of sympathy.

Eyes closed, she inhaled, letting her mind wander to visions that sometimes plagued her daydreams. These visions comprised images of innumerable species, at times in combat; at other times working in harmony. For a moment, she wished she were among them—or anywhere other than here. If she could have sent herself to another place that could cure heartbreak, she’d have accepted the meanest dwelling in exchange for this beautiful prison called Ashinawe.

Sometimes memories that might solve the puzzle flowed through her mind, but often they were like jagged pieces of broken glass, reflecting little. At other times they surged past, rising to the surface in a swift flash of awareness. Regardless of her turmoil, only two memories remained constant. The first was that of a promise made—though of what, or to whom, she was unsure. The second was of her stretching a hand across a lake to touch something. 

This form is a daydreamer.

A timewaster.

This brief exchange inserted itself into her mind, followed by muted group laughter. She could have been listening to her lords bantering. Sitting up again, she looked around, extending all her senses to the environment. All she heard was the sound of small animals and insects negotiating their roles of hunter or prey. 

Deciding the voices were a trick of her fickle memory, Adora settled back, trailed her hand through the water, and returned her attention to Lord Dain. By nature, he was a quiet, gentle lord. Or had been. Last night had shown a very different persona. He’d been unable to transport her to his home, leaving her with no choice except to transport him to hers. 

But the last step of the flight leading to her balcony was where his real battle for control had begun. With just enough energy to manifest a recliner and a wall of lights for some scant privacy, it was here he had made his lodgings. 

Sadly, his shame had in no way interrupted his vigour. But the deeper he thrust, the more he wept, until, eventually, she’d been the one forced to soothe him. Given his condition at the time, she couldn’t fault his conduct. A victim to unrequited love, Dain was no different from her other husbands. And it was her fortune, good or bad, to have twenty, with not a single other female to relieve her. 

It was a matter of expediency, shame, and rage at her weakness, that she overlaid each one’s image during their husband rights with that of the same lord. In her mind, heart, and spirit, he had no substitute. And the truth was that one wife with twenty husbands, no matter how beautiful the setting, was no fortune. 

Trapped together, none of them could fully recall how they’d arrived there. She knew full well which lord held the key to their lost memories, but she would get no answers from him. In his eyes, she was unworthy of a minute’s attention. Her only value was as a bartering commodity, which he used to wield power over the others. Yet, he’d never expressed the slightest interest in her himself. 

Not for the first time, she delighted in cursing his name. Azalel, First Gifted. The Great Manipulator. The controller of everything she did and felt. Ever silent, ever lacking in expression, in emotion, in empathy, in everything, he was a cold unit in the shape of a man. Were their positions reversed, she’d have been far kinder. She’d have taught him about love and compassion. Instead, most days she hated him with an intensity she couldn’t repress. 

The sky rumbled as her thoughts grew angrier. Inhaling deeply, she brought calm back to her surroundings and returned to her musing. She had no doubt it was Azalel who’d created this expansive, isolated island and placed all of them here, and thanks to him, these poor captives were now half-mad with lust. It was a barbaric cruelty, indicating only that he was very likely, the most insane one among them. 

Still, there were ways of dealing with insanity. For now, she would bury her anger. This would allow her time to devise a strategy to free these men around her. Then she could make her escape. Even if it meant accepting some compromise that would soften his hard heart a little. 

With this thought, a pair of amber eyes flashed into her mind, and, just as swiftly, dark lashes lowered to shutter their gaze. Her heart leaping, Adora shot up, blinking water from her eyes. Her scrutiny revealed only the vegetation around her and the path that led back to her villa. 

Laughter in the distance told her the lords were busy with Sora. During this regime, they engaged in mock combat, meditated, or trained to develop greater discipline. At other times they chanted softly like men of peace. Sometimes they discussed subjects that spanned beyond her understanding, yet they would often ask her to decide a debate. 

In the main, they were men of honour and compassion, with each one declaring that her happiness was their only desire. Unlike her, they seemed happy in any environment. And also, unlike her, they could all grow wings at will, fly in the skies, or walk to the lowest depths of the ocean. Their constant vows of devotion sometimes made her believe she could have loved one of them instead of—

Breaking away from where those thoughts were heading, she closed her eyes and sank back into the pool. After a while it seemed as if an invisible hand was tenderly massaging each limb, soothing every ache until she felt nothing but a glowing warmth. It brought renewed strength, lifting her spirits, and altering her mind its angry course. 

Her sighs became more blissful. If he were to come now . . .

A hand slid along her thigh. Rough, yet gentle, it attempted to caress her, while carrying a tremor. She had no need to open her eyes. She knew what it meant. 

“Sawubona, my queen.” 

The speaker’s tones were strained, but that wasn’t unusual. Ignoring him, she let time stretch, listening instead to the distant waves roughing over the sand. Now the cormorants joined the terns’ chorus as they teased the fish to surface, and for a few moments, she fancied herself joining them. 

But wishing herself a bird wouldn’t remove the harsh breathing beside her. This one would be the next in the rota, and the time he’d been allocated would be precious to him. 

As if privy to her thoughts, he leaned into her neck, his voice raw, his body trembling. “My lady, I beg you . . .”

With his urgency heavy in the air, Adora understood that, if necessary, he’d remove her from the pool or climb into it with her. Either way, he would conduct his business today. 

Well, she’d always found pretence was a fickle ally. Opening her eyes, she climbed briskly from the pool, then looked around in puzzlement. “Where’s Lord Azalel?”

“I believe he’s on his way.”

It was a reply based on hope and desperation. Azalel should have accompanied him to finalise matters. At least with Dain, she’d had a vision of him for succour. With this lord, she’d need a little more, for she could find nothing in his appearance that brought any recollection of who he was. 

Thanks to Azalel’s whimsical influence on all their memories, she’d forgotten a great deal. She knew only that this lord’s true name was something beginning with K, and that, of the lords who had appeared on Ashinawe, he was . . . Number Five? 

In addition to everything else, it would be devastating for him to realise she didn’t know his name. Hoping to find a clue, she studied his clothing and features. He had indigo skin and nut-brown hair that trailed in winding kinks to his waist. He wore a long white robe, edged in bright green tied, loosely at the waist. He was tall and sturdy like a tree, but this was the template of several other lords. 

His mouth was lush, almost feminine, but his eyes spoke of male-to-female desire, a burning impatience, and a love that held no hope of ever being requited. Had the First Gifted sent this sojah to her like this? Unsupervised, alone, and aflame with need? 

She had her answer when, with a groan, he lifted her into his arms and hurried towards the front of the house. Now the shore faced them, and the ocean shouted encouragement. A moment later the other lords came into view, although still a distance away. 

Eniel and Aros were, as usual, engaged in sporting antics, with Eniel’s silver bells at his ears making music on the wind. Grae and Azalel were deep in conversation. No doubt Oparta was scowling from afar. The rest were engaged in discussion, pointing out to sea, and performing exercises. Misol would be in the sea, under the water.

Although the distance to them was short, Five’s physical condition made it a far greater challenge. He’d barely started when he stumbled, and shortly after, grunted to an abrupt stop. 

Wings of deepest blue continually emerged and retracted, dragging awkwardly behind him. His features were frozen, and his limbs locked stiff as he put every disciplined cell into the battle. 

Breathing hard, he began a mantra. “Sky and Air, preserve my seed . . .”

Sympathy swept over her. This poor knight was in a far worse condition than Dain had been. “My lord, can you transport us to your home? Or back to mine?”

“I’m sorry, I have no gifts yet.” 

Even as he spoke through gritted teeth and beads of sweat worrying his brow, Adora picked up the regret and apology in his tone. A lord without gifts was a dangerous creature. Yet, it would be his shame if she were the one who transported him for all to see. He’d bear the brunt of endless teasing from the other men.

She thought about just giving him with a facsimile of herself to lay with, but immediately dismissed that idea. While she couldn’t rely on Azalel’s declaration that grass was green, Grae had told her that the lords there had all taken solemn marriage vows, pledging fidelity only to her. Fulfilling those vows was a matter of principle. Why shouldn’t this Five have the same chance at coming into his own gifts?

“How long have you been waiting, sojah?”

His body jerked convulsively. “S-sixty days.” 

Even the birds and insects seemed silenced in astonishment. Sixty days for husband rights? No wonder he was ready to incinerate with need. And this was how Azalel had sent him? Without the ability to protect himself or her from prying eyes? 

Pushing anger aside, she tried to help him reach a calmer state of mind. “Be serene, my lord, or you’ll lose your turn to the sand.”

“That cannot happen. We must be together.” His trembling revealed his greatest fears were imminent as he leaned closer and muttered his urgency against her neck. “Have pity . . .” 

Adora could see they’d now drawn the attention of the other lords, who stood perfectly still in the distance, waiting for the two of them to arrive. Each one was a chameleon deciding upon its safest hue, and anger sparked in her heart to see that Azalel also stood among them. However, unlike the others who were rigid and focused, he seemed untouched by Five’s dilemma, with Grae  currently the one holding all his interest. 

He hadn’t come to guarantee the protection of Five’s rights, and unless he stepped in, things might go awry. Meanwhile, this lord’s time and control were ticking away. She would have to protect him from his own weaknesses. But on turning to him, she finally saw what the others could see. He would not make it a single step further. Wasting no time, she urged him, “Be seated.”

He sat without demur. Although his body shook terribly, she had his mind for a few more minutes of interrogation. “Before we begin, sir, tell me your name.”

“It’s my queen’s desire.”

She frowned. “You are called, ‘My Queen’s Desire?’”

“I was given this name upon my arrival.” 

He shuddered again. Clearly, he was too distracted.

“Who gave you this name? Was it Azalel?”

Five closed his eyes. “No, it was my Receptacle.”

“Your . . . ?”

“Receptacle. You, my Adora. My queen. My duty. I must. . .” 

His colours began to shift, moving through indigo, aquamarine, gold, and finally transparent, flashing so swiftly it hurt her eyes. He was under great duress, but her need to understand her situation consumed everything in its wake. “A moment more, sir. Did Azalel send you to me like this? Is this his doing?”

Five shook his head doggedly. “I obey only you. P-please, I waited too long. You have summoned all of us for this purpose. I mustn’t fail.”

Adora persisted. “What will happen if you fail?”

“Too much. Nothing. There’s simply nothing. . .” He trailed off, his mind half gone under the strain of disciplining his body, then began a slow murmur of distracted words and phrases. “It must be done, but how? My strength leaves me, and I’m drifting and broken . . .” he looked down, “like these grains of sand.”

Adora stood and looked at the lords in the distance, studying their mood. Azalel remained in conversation with Grae as poor Five continued to lose his discipline. The waves grew rougher, as if they were falling out of good humour with her delaying. The smell of the ocean salt seemed sharper, and even the birds above squawked their admonishment. Turning back to Five, she spoke. “My husband, I allow you full rein for the day. Let your fantasies run free.”

When he smiled, Adora was stunned. It was odd she hadn’t noticed it before, or perhaps simply couldn’t recall, but this lord’s smile was a thing of beauty. Reciprocating easily, she caught herself and stopped. A minute later, she brushed all moral judgements aside and made her decision.
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2: A Queen’s Manipulation
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IT WOULDN’T BE KIND or wise to use this strategy often, but here was a genuine crisis. An urgent cure was required. Sitting beside Five on the sand, Adora allowed him to summon all the images he’d concocted of her in their marriage bed. Except, these would be performed only in his imagination. He would never know they were just illusions in his mind. 

On entering his fantasy, she saw that Five hadn't shifted their venue in any form. Instead, the men were staring towards them, their mutters growing to a crescendo. He turned, bent, and kissed her back with reverence. By this, Adora understood he was afraid what the others had said might be true: he'd never have another day with her but instead, be forever at the mercy of their teasing. 

In which case, she’d done him an immense favour. This would restore his confidence among the others, no matter what claims they made. She ignored the whispering voice in her head that said this had been no favour, but a disservice. If that was so, she would make it up to him another day. 

She noticed Azalel had finally broken away from Grae and had turned his attention to her and Five. Watching his muscles rippling over bronze skin, her mouth opened on a silent gasp until a groan reminded her of Five’s presence. 

She knew that Azalel wouldn’t be deceived by a mere vision she threw up; he’d see she’d given Five his fantasies to play with. Nevertheless, it was likely he’d be unhappy with her methods. There was certainly no avoiding the sight of him striding towards them now like death. And it appeared he wasn’t alone. Some shadowy figure walked beside him, although despite, this bright sunlit day this other lord’s features remained undefined. She squinted to make out the figure. Perhaps it was Grae, who held her sanity and guarded her always with decorum. Azalel had never acted with decorum. He had a mean heart and spirit, with not a single particle of passion in his body.

Bleakness flashed through her with the realisation that, without trying, he had distracted her once again. Even here, during another husband’s private joy, the First Gifted exerted his power over them both. 

Turning, she diligently refocused on Five. She would read his desires, then transfer them into his mind as real events. They could always tally the balance later when there was greater privacy for them both. Closing her eyes, Adora let Five’s fantasies take over. “Free your mind, lord. What would you like to do?”

His expression was a mix of apology, wishful thinking, and shame as he uttered one word. “Down.” 

Adora watched herself sinking to the ground, her limbs seemingly eager for the instruction. She couldn’t help raising an eyebrow at the lurid thoughts this lord was painting. He surprised her even more with his next words. “On your knees, my lady. Keep your eyes on them and your back to me.”

His hand moved behind her, guiding her to the correct position for his entry. His other hand slipped beneath her buttocks to cup her. “Crawl backwards, lady. Impale yourself on me. Watch them as you do it.” His voice was a wicked caress. “I wish them to see the pleasure I give you, and the pleasure you give me.”

Well, here was a saucy fantasy indeed! 

But she understood, and even sympathised. As he reasserted his efforts to press her forward, his breath warmed her ear. “When they knew I'd been waiting sixty days, they all laughed, saying that I’d bored you into the next dimension. They told me you’d never lie with me again; that I’d not have to wait another sixty days, but forever. They said I’d never be gifted. I beg your forgiveness, my lady, but I wish to stamp this day into all our minds.” 

The depth of his hunger and passion transmitted to her body, making it jerk as he thrust. Even here, to her shame, caught up in Five’s madness, her eyes hungrily sought Azalel, who had already placed himself out of view. With surprising insight, Five said, “He has gone, my love. But rest assured, he watches . . .” 

Detaching herself from the scene allowed her to both observe and experience Five’s delight. Under his instruction her head tilted back so that her vision focused on the other men's loins. Regardless of clothing, it wasn’t difficult to see their arousal, even as they struggled for restraint. Several broke from their enthralment, running to dive into the cold crystal blue of the ocean, where they cooled their bodies and their rage. 

Others stood rooted to the spot, their bodies humming, hands twitching by their sides. Not a single face regarded Five with friendliness. This lord may have been weakened for the moment, but he wasn’t without the all-encompassing need to show his prowess in love—and to demonstrate it for the others. 

Sharing her clone’s empathy, she felt Five’s sex grow proudly as he nudged her forward. Her limbs seemed to move of their own accord and together they eased across the sand towards the men. Adora kept her head down, as she saw his intention to take her into encirclement and let their witnesses decide if he was indeed a dull lover. 

With that same thought, a heavy dizziness came over her, and she sensed instantly that Azalel was nearby. Meanwhile, Five groaned above her as her body clamped onto his. “My beloved, I’m close to ecstasy. Let them all know if I have pleased you.” 

He also had quite the imagination. In time, she would seek retribution on Azalel for this poor lord’s deprivation. She would have him crawl at her feet and beg for her love one day. That was both a threat and a promise. But Five was trembling again. “My wife. I’m about to give you all my love. Let them know. Tell them. Tell him.” 

Adora couldn’t help her body's response to this last word. Her womb tightened as she watched that hallucinatory image she’d created calling to them in a broken cry. “My husband has loved me well this day . . . I’m in rapture.” 

The pleasure in his voice was a response to his rivals as he stood and lifted her to her feet. “You’ve drained me, my love. But the others are waiting. Can you walk?”

Walk? Azalel had already turned back to the men. Had she knowledge of the right direction, she could race, even if it meant skimming across the ocean to her freedom. But no doubt Five imagined he’d left her incapacitated, and she was forced to continue playing the role of the vanquished wife. “Yes. Give me a moment.”

He gave her nothing. Instead, he lifted her lovingly to his chest, saying, “Allow me to carry you. You’ve been most gracious to this vulgar knight.” With this, he carried her into the circle of men, where he began to brag that he’d been granted full rights for the day.



* ~*~ *
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It was the afternoon, and one lord was making a teasing attempt to draw Five into the discussion. “Sir, what’s your opinion of Oparta's tale? He says there are invisible beings all around us, which we’re yet unable to see.”

Five responded without looking at the speaker. “Perhaps there are. However, at this moment, the only being I’m interested in is the one I can see.” 

He turned again to kiss Adora's toes, then her instep, forgetting the course of the discussion around him. Having manifested several plump cushions, he’d placed these on a slightly raised stone and seated her there. Now she sat a little above them as if on a throne. He fed her succulent berries, stroked her cheek, and sang her songs all of love, sacrifice, and longing.  Adora had covered her body with protective layers of clothing, yet each searing glance from him seemed to strip another one away. Throughout his performance, another lord called Arken grumbled and glared. “Our lovesick knight has yet another song for our queen. He may yet come to best Ineai.” 

“Let him sing. He may have had good reason today.” 

These words came from a slender fiery-haired lord called Inra, whose large cloud of hair rivalled the sunset. Inra could speak tongues of which no one there had ever heard. Gentle of eye, voice, and demeanour, he was also skilled at replicating the sounds made by other creatures. He gazed at Adora lovingly, then followed it with a mischievous wink. 

Such attention gave her sudden inspiration. Perhaps she could utilise this Inra’s skills to formulate an escape plan. He’d have insight of the island, its layout and terrain, and the habitat and nature of each creature. 

She would find time to speak with him. 

Adora knew the other lords were angry that she’d given Five the entire day, but they hid their resentment in flimsy smiles to him, and ravening looks to her. Taking part in their discussions, she soon understood that her presence stirred them too greatly, and eventually, out of compassion, she listened to their dialogue in silence. 

On noticing Five looking at her again, she held her breath. She could see that in his mind, they were frolicking on the shore in activities which, in truth, made her face burn. With hindsight, she now regretted her rash decision. She should have created a more sedate world for him, with discussion, music, and dancing, followed by a little gentlemanly wooing. Right now his imagination was still running away with the plot. 

She was sure that, privately, Azalel was laughing to see how she’d entangled herself. Yet, when her eyes found him, amusement seemed far from his thoughts; he seemed to be glowing with rage. But even his anger, when it hit her, flared into flames that covered her body in heat. 

Meanwhile, Five, caught up in a slipstream of his own need, began to whisper loving delights in her ear. “Every movement you make makes me grow harder.”

The other men berated him for his constant verbiage. As he strove again for discipline, Lord Kalan dropped a pile of sea moss on his head, observing with bite, “My lord, if you plan to lie here with the lady, why not find yourself an empty barn where they need a young calf like you?”

The lord called Arken had an infectious laugh, and he used it now to encourage the others. “I fear Kmera dreams of impregnating each grain of sand beneath us.”

So, Five’s true name was Kmera. She would strive to remember him the next time they seemed likely to cross paths, so that she could avoid his company well in advance. He in turn was laughing at the other lords, and it was clear from his banter that her imaginary ruse had been justified. This lusty Kmera was now far too swelled with confidence and pride. Against the backdrop of discussion, he kissed her, and, by this act, Adora realised he had completely entranced her. While she’d drifted, he’d placed his form directly over her own. 

This would not do. Having always been keen to allow each lord and herself privacy in these matters, Adora immediately sat up and shifted away to a more decorous distance. Now it was Five who soothed and comforted. “My beloved, there is no shame between us. I’m in the midst of love with you and our environment is irrelevant. Let them watch. Let him.”

She hadn’t realised that he’d be such an exhibitionist. “No, let me take you away from these prying eyes.” 

Before he could refuse, she whisked him into her chamber. And there, among the soft cushions and silken sheets, and the perfume of male and female joining, there were moans and sighs. Despite being overly boastful, he was a gentle lover with an entrancing smile. Moreover, in closing her eyes, he was easily replaced in her imagination with another. 

In his madness, Kmera began to weep tears of joy. All the emotions that had shored up and the intensity of his devotion now threaded his body with silver, rendering him oblivious to his environment. Meanwhile, his repeated efforts to fill her without spilling a drop took them into dusk. Finally, he slept, his tears of remorse having soaked Adora's body like a cloak. 

Immediately, she felt as if gentle hands were lifting her from the bed, taking her to her pool, and bathing her once again. From the water, they dried her and returned her back to bed. Then they brushed her eyelids closed just as exhaustion took her. It seemed just a fleeting time before she was woken again. This time it was not by the gentle slide of fingers or by Kmera’s distracted murmurs, but by a granite hand on her shoulder and a velvet voice in her ear.
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3: Azalel First Gifted
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“ARISE, MY LADY. I would speak with you.”

The voice was low, gentle, and all too familiar. Just the sound of it set her trembling. Adora needed no clues to identify this speaker. This was Azalel First Gifted. She’d never understood why the other lords called him that, for while they had, in the main, achieved their gifts through her, Azalel was a virgin lord. 

As she rolled over and looked up at him, her sheets tangled around her as if an invisible lover had lain there. Although that lover had not been invisible. Five, or, as she knew him now, Kmera, had been there the night. 

She couldn’t help comparing this exhibitionist with Dain. That shy lord had blocked off her sight of all others, wishing to have privacy in any form. Kmera would have ripped away that curtain of light and had her spotlighted on a dais.

Azalel’s expression as he looked down at her said he knew this. His contempt for her had never been clearer. She didn’t care. Every pore of his form was tucked into her heart to be brought out at night, and any time in his company ignited a fire she forever struggled to extinguish. It was difficult not to imagine the children they might have together if she could just bring him over to her way of thinking. 

At this moment, she relished his thick, dark brows and smiling eyes of darkest midnight, even though his bronze skin highlighted the anger misting around him. He had a strong nose and chin, with curved lips that were sensual in her dreams, but cruel whenever she glanced his way and caught his gaze. 

When he smiled, not knowing her eye was on him, it rivalled the rays of the sun. His features softened in the sweetest childlike innocence, as if he had entrusted that lucky recipient with the entire essence of his being. 

She was in thrall, counting the seconds of each day to see that smile. Even the other men couldn’t help sharing their banter when Azalel was in a good mood. Yet being in her presence seemed to erase his joy like a new-born flame in a tempest. At this moment, she could see his emotions battling each other: anger, scorn, disgust, contempt. His hair twisted wildly around itself as he repressed whatever further revulsion he was feeling. “Up. Now.”

She stood fluidly, finding herself dressed in a soft robe of misty pink. “Good morn—”

“Follow me.”

Gritting her teeth in silence, she followed. As they passed from her bedchamber into her main living area, she noted fresh bouquets made of peonies, azaleas, lilies, orchids, and frangipani. A centre table was laid with a pitcher of juice, along with pretty fruit expertly carved to reflect a cloud, a flower, even a bird in flight. This presentation would be from Lord Merin, who discreetly visited each morning to lay her breakfast table. Smiling, she winged her thanks to him in private. 

His reply was soft and diffident. You’re always welcome, my queen. 

Now she turned her attention to the man striding briskly ahead. “I haven’t had time to break my fast.”

As soon as the words left her lips, she felt replete. Knowing it was pointless to argue further, she followed him, already sensing their destination. He often took her there to bathe, purifying the water to remove all evidence of physical passion during husband rota. Once, under the pretence of wishing to re-negotiate her contract, she’d begged him to let her stay there. He’d refused, saying, “This is no haven for lusty wives.”

From what she could see, he hadn’t shifted from that position, and there was no doubt he had some punishment in mind for her. Was he angry because she’d taken Kmera for the day? He'd have known it was the safest thing to do, and the only way for her to offer recompense for his own cruel treatment of that lord. After all, he’d have seen her mind and sensed Kmera’s thoughts too. He must have known she’d had little choice in the matter. She refused to admit she’d wanted to draw some response from the First Gifted by giving Kmera all the time he needed. Deep down, it chilled her heart that Azalel would never come to her himself, and that, while the others lusted after her so madly, he was never tempted. 

But there was a deeper reason why she accepted his rota and sealed her lips against censure. It was better, she believed, to accept Azalel's rotation of her body than to refuse to lie with the other lords and risk having him depart altogether. Even in her deepest humiliation, she couldn’t bear the idea of him leaving Ashinawe forever. She needed to see him; to have hope that she might one day gain his affection. 

It was unfortunate that Azalel always claimed he had only one role, which was to follow the terms of the agreement that she had lain down. For her part, she’d no memory of any such agreement. Nevertheless, his constant repetition of her ‘terms’ had confused her so deeply that at times his account seemed to hold the greater portion of truth. 

Unwilling to expose herself to more uncertainty, she concentrated now on following his footsteps. Both walked silently, the only sound being that of hidden birds and insects. In this early dawn, a dewy scent mingled pine and lavender on the air, while the trees stretched their branches to the sky as if praying for their own escape. 

A dragonfly landed on his shoulder as he walked. It was ever the same: creatures appeared before Azalel, summoned from nowhere, winking in and out of existence. He always treated each one with courtesy and respect. Indeed, to Adora's knowledge, she was the only creature he ever turned away. 

On cue, a small bat-eared fox approached him, limping, and extended a paw as if in greeting. He stopped, knelt, and examined it. In a moment, he’d identified the source of its pain, treated it, and sent it on its way. Yards away, on a path parallel to the one they followed, a masculine-looking shadow caught her eye. In a moment, it passed swiftly behind the trees and was gone. Trying to keep pace with Azalel, she asked scornfully. “Have you brought along a chaperone?”

Without turning, he said, “You needn’t worry; you’re quite safe. I’ve no intention of touching you.” 

Adora huffed to herself. She’d meant a chaperone for him not her since he seemed to live in terror of being alone in her company. Looking back to the spot where she’d seen the shadow revealed no sign of anything among the vegetation. It must have been her imagination, or perhaps Grae in another form. Although, even if Grae was part of the vegetation, he would have communicated with her by now.

A little half-striped okapi trotted past, its long black tongue lolling as it shuffled to one side. Azalel waited for it to pass. No doubt he’d have given directions too, had it asked. Adora tried not to resent these beautiful creatures, but it hurt to compare his reverence to them with his cavalier attitude to her. Nevertheless, there were other, more encouraging things to focus on. She continued to note his steps carefully, trying to retain the memory of each direction he took. 

After meandering through a number of winding paths, he stopped in a clearing where a large lake rippled under a light breeze. Turning to her, he waved her robe away and uttered a single command. “Bathe.” 

Ignoring him, Adora descended to the lake. She swam directly to the centre, savouring its coolness as it moved all around the secret places of her body, or what little was left secret. Laying back, she let herself drift, conscious of Azalel monitoring her. Was he afraid she might skip away from him across the water?

Even as the thought arose, the water pushed her lower limbs apart. Noting his bland expression as he watched her efforts to close them again, she couldn’t resist sending him a challenge. “Have you brought me here to love me?” 

“No.” 

“Do you prefer then to watch others love me?”

He refused to be drawn.  “I prefer not to be here. In any case, you left me out of that particular contract.”

Something in his words pricked at her heart, forcing her to retaliate. “I remember nothing about a contract.” 

“Then what do you remember?” 

A flash of memory came, then left just as quickly. This lake. She looked around, taking in each ripple, feeling it lapping her body like a tongue. “I-I remember this lake.” 

His look expressed disbelief and something else . . . fear? 

“Remember? Lady, you’re so addled with passion you can barely remember your own name. I know you cannot remember mine.” 

“I’m not addled with passion! And I know your name as well as I know my own!” 

The laughter that burst from him seemed spontaneous, yet the bitterness beneath his words rankled. “Yes, you know my name as well as you know your own. Which is not at all, unless Grae is there to provide a reminder.” 

She couldn’t deny it. Twelve months ago, or so it seemed, she’d opened her eyes and found herself on this island the lords called Ashinawe. The place was lush with fruit, ferns, and meadows. It had hills and valleys and roving fields, lakes, and caves. It had fauna and flora. It had rocky shores and sandy beaches and a single dwelling—her home. And twenty-one incumbent lords.

But other than the present company of these men, she’d never encountered a single soul. And other than what Grae had told her, she knew little of who she was. Or indeed how any of the others had come to be there. Grae had little more to say beyond her own knowledge. That she, the Lady Adora, had summoned them to this place. That, upon arrival, they'd found her and the First Gifted awaiting them. Each one of them loved her from the moment they saw her. 

All had entered happily into marriage with her, and although jealousy and rivalry were present, it did nothing to diminish their individual love for her, for each lord was aware of his purpose and was driven to it. Simply put, they were to lie with her until she no longer wished it, or until she bore a child with one of them. And every knight there craved to be the one to give her a babe. 

Try as he might, this was all that poor Grae could recall, and no matter which way she pressed him, this remained, from beginning to end, the entire labyrinth of his account. Adora understood there was far more to their situation than Grae's summary, but only one lord held the key. And he guarded that knowledge with a resolve that no one else there could soften. 

Yet, knowing her question was an old one couldn’t stop her constantly asking it. “Why do you keep me here?” 

His response was a shrug. “You keep them here to please you. To love you, spoil you, and indulge you. What more would you have me tell you?”

It was hard to repress the anger bubbling under her skin. “This cannot be my doing! What sane, single woman would place herself upon these isolated shores in the midst of twenty maddened libidos? Such endless lust would drive any solitary female insane.” 

Small waves began to foam on the surface of the water, followed by a rumble from the sky. While she glanced up in surprise, Azalel's gaze remained unchanged. “We are what we are,” he told her. “We do not mean to drive any woman insane.” 

She felt a small sense of triumph. “We? Do you count your desires among theirs?” 

His answer was blunt. “No. The one I desire isn’t here.”

Adora looked pointedly at his groin. “Your body tells me otherwise. It’s me you want, not some absent female.” 

He drew back, shaking his head. “My body is weak, therefore it seeks female flesh. Your flesh is female. My attraction to you begins and ends there.”

His claim cut deeply when she would have given her soul for a kind word. “You'll take me whether you want to or not, sir! Let your weak male flesh find its way to give me what you agreed to!” 

Unsure of what her next words would have been, Adora stopped. She sincerely believed what she’d just said to be true. There was an agreement—an exclusive one. Yet, with each day that passed, she feared the next husband to lie with her would friction away her memory under his impassioned thrusts. 

She wrapped her arms around herself, fearing she’d fade away at that moment from need of him. Each time he turned away from her, a part of her seemed lost. And not by a single word had he shown that he spoke anything but the truth: he desired her because she was of female flesh. But love? She was forced to face the likelihood that Azalel was not in love with her, Rather, he despised her. 

Anguished by these thoughts, she moved away to hide the impact of his hostility, but his cruelty continued. She’d taken no more than two steps before she found herself locked. Turning back towards him, she began slow stroking movements around her own body. 

Her hands roamed across her nipples in despair, tugging on them in frustrated anger. To other eyes it might appear she was trying to tempt him to weakness, but Adora knew the truth. This ruse was all him. It was he who held the power. She was forced to touch herself while he watched in contempt. 

“My only agreement,” he informed her, “was to follow your demands. You have us all at your bidding.”

All it seemed, except one. And she was half-crazed for his attention. Unexpectedly, she found greater empathy with Kmera. That poor lord had been so weakened that, had she not placed a fantasy performance in his mind, he would have loved her in full view of the other lords. Despite not knowing if her words held any truth, she answered the First Gifted with her head held high. “Our agreement concerned you alone, meant for just you and me. You promised you would never let me go. You betrayed me!”

“You betrayed yourself. You promised you would never let me go. Then you asked for these men as husbands. You named each one to me with your own lips. You bid me select the hour, time, and place at your choosing and your whim.” 

As he continued, it became clearer now, that some greater rage ran through his body. “These are the ones you told me you desired to lay their seed within you. These—and no more—were the ones you selected.” He looked over her with one brow raised. “But now, I suppose, like a woman, you pursue endlessly the thing you rejected.”

He had stung her. She stung back. “Like a woman? Sojah, you have only one specimen in your paltry experience with which to judge!”

The emotion that flickered across his face suggested her own arrow had pierced deeper. She raised a hand to her brow, trying to clear the mist from her memories. “I cannot imagine how I’d ever seek to control these demonic angels.”

He looked at her, incredulous. “We are neither demons nor angels, as you must know.”

She dismissed that. “And it’s arrogant to call yourself the First Gifted when we’ve never lain together.”

He looked at her soberly. “I do not call myself the First Gifted. That is the fool’s name you gave me.”

Since her memory was too poor to dispute the claim, she remained on the attack. “And did I also give you the name Azalel? What does that signify?”

One dark brow lifted. “No doubt, one day, you’ll let me know.”

Frustrated, she spun away, creating a swirl of rapidly distancing ripples as even the water fled from her anger. “I don’t blame any lord here for this web of deception. You’re the one who manipulates them for your desires.”

“Me?” His voice was heavy with scorn. “The only one here who doesn’t run rampant all over your body?”

“Grae doesn’t run rampant on my body.”

“And that, I can assure you,” he said, “is your good fortune. Pray he never does. He’s not the blushing virgin he would have you believe.”

Quick to jump to Grae’s defence, she spun around again. “Grae is the sweetest, most innocent lord here! He’s my protector in body, mind, and spirit.” 

A rumbling in the air warned her not to continue this line of strategy. Rivalry could take many forms among frustrated men. It might be wise to aim for a softer approach. Moving closer, she gave him her sweetest smile. “Forgive me. You must know there are lords here who speak no language I can follow.”

He shook his head. “You can follow every language they speak and more.”

Despite his sober tone, Adora looked for any sign that he might be jesting, or, more likely, lying. He returned her stare, forcing her to admit what she already knew. Azalel was not a liar, and even though he could be exceedingly cruel, truth was ever his moral compass. 

His refusal to change his tone made hers sharper. “You gravitate towards me, then run away, ebbing and flowing like the tide. If you don’t want me, why have you brought me here?”

He looked away, superlative in his callousness. “These questions are old, and a constant bore.” 

Adora tried to hide her fear with outrage. “Are you . . . are you saying I bore you?” 

“Yes, Adora. You bore me. Since you pretend not to know, I’ve brought you here to discuss the completion of your rota with the twenty lords, not to have you distract me with trivial matters.”

Adora’s eyes widened as she took in his meaning. “This becomes too much of a task, lord.”

“How is it a task? You frolicked so raunchily on the sand with Kmera, it seems strange that you should complain now.”

She protested vehemently. “Sir, as you well know, I frolicked on the sand with no one. I cast a screen over that knight's desires. Before I took him to my private chambers, his lust was satiated only in his mind.”

Azalel looked at her in long silence. Slowly, he moved closer until their bodies were almost touching. Those darkened eyes looked into hers. Looked through her. Her body tensed. Relaxed. Tensed. She could hardly breathe for the sensations running over her skin. 

He reached out. Tucked one finger under her chin. The birds had stopped singing in suspense, or else had faded away from her consciousness. He angled his lips towards hers. She held her breath. Azalel, First Gifted, was going to kiss her. 
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4: A Lord’s Reality
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“IS THAT WHAT YOU think?” 

The words skimmed her ear like a lover’s kiss before he drew back, lips curled in contempt. “If that were true, then it would have been doubly cruel. Fortunately, for him at least, he had several witnesses who can refute that theory.”

“Are you implying that . . . that his fantasies were reality?” Adora looked at him scornfully. The truth was, she was struggling to recover from the crushing disappointment that he’d not been intending to kiss her after all. 

He met her look evenly. “Implying?” 

“Implying or lying.” 

She searched for any clue that would show he was jesting. That he simply wanted to make her suffer. As if she hadn’t spoken, he continued. “He rode you into a circle of lords where he very ably demonstrated his husband rights upon your womb. But since he whipped you into shuddering squeals from dawn to dusk, perhaps that task—as you call it, proved to be somewhat arduous after all.”

“You lie to torment me! I kept all fantasies in his mind. We were in my bedchamber. Anything else was a—” She paused, suddenly remembering the details of her dream. “No, it’s not possible. That lord was ungifted. He has no power over me.”

“No power.” Azalel’s laugh was a sharp bark. “That lord let loose upon you like a rabid dog. The two of you danced there on the sand and we were all there to see it.” 

He stopped abruptly, making her believe he was jesting after all. She hadn’t dallied with Kmera in an exhibition witnessed by others. But then he spoke again. “See for yourself.” 

He turned back towards the grassy bank, swept a hand across the air, and there a scene was replayed that turned her veins to ice. Adora closed her eyes, and then raised both hands to her face for good measure. “Take it away! This is too cruel!”

But unbidden, her hands fell away, her eyes opened again, and she saw her kindness to a knight turn out to be far too generous. She could only chide herself. She had let pity rule her dictates. Burning to know that such a display had been public, she turned her anger onto the lord standing beside her. “Why didn’t you stop him?”

“Grae had my attention. And Kmera wasn’t harming you. Quite the opposite. I would have approached you, but then you gave him full husband rights to do whatever he wanted. That concession to him tied my hands.”

It seemed he was going to lay all blame at her feet. She tried again. “I beg you, lord. Show some kindness. Take away that memory, even if only from the others. It’s too unjust.”

Azalel was unmoved. “Unjust? You mustn’t use terms you don’t understand. But so that you become familiar with its definition, apportion yourself among the other lords. That will help you reach your goal more quickly.”

This lord was a truly perverted entity, but he wouldn’t divert her. Raising her chin, she asked, “And when my ‘goal’ is reached?”

She couldn’t miss his look of distaste. “Then you’ll have the child you crave  so greatly that it has made you bind twenty lords in marriage.”

Twenty. Although she was only interested in the twenty-first. Yet could there be some truth in his words? There were two things each lord repeated on a mantra. First, that they were bound to her in marriage. Second, that they were to help her bear a child. 

Perhaps they believed it to be true, but not a single one of them had achieved this end. Although any failure hadn’t been for want of trying. As far as she could recall, only two lords had never lain with her. Grae—and the oppressor now standing before her.

Both these lords remained virgin, albeit, she suspected, for opposing reasons. The first one did it to help her. The second, to hinder. She appealed once more. “First Gifted, you know I cannot bear a babe with any of these lords.”

Although not one could say how it was done, everyone knew he restricted their potency. His response took no note of this fact. “How do you know this when you haven’t been loved by them all? Giving husband-rights on the slightest whim means a full day spent with you delays the process and allows more time to scatter your wits.”

Adora caught the direction of that last barb. However, she laid the blame for Five's physical extravaganza squarely at the feet of the one standing before her. Azalel had used Five as a puppet for some inexplicable revenge, sending him to negotiate his own marital rights while under the dictates of a ravening cock. 

Grae stepped into her thoughts like a soothing waterfall. I sense your distress, Adora. Shall I come to you?

No, I’m well, my thanks to you. I hope we may speak later.

As always, I’m at your service.

His voice drifted away, leaving her to deal with the complex monstrosity before her. “What’s your urgency, sir?”

“Not mine. Yours. Three of your lords remain virgin. Calo, Aros, and Grae. Each one now risks insanity. Just like your 'feeble-minded’ Kmera.”

“Then I shall lie only with them.”

He shook his head. “Thanks to your manipulation, you’ve upset your own schedule. There’ll be madness among all if you select just three while denying others who’ve waited so long.”

His coldness only served to increase her anxiety. “Sir, I’m a single individual! This is too much cruelty.”

“Then you should not have bound me to it.”

Now Adora saw clearly just how hard-hearted he was. He would never melt from any pleas on her part. Once again, she tried to unravel the mystery behind their contract. “I have no memory of any agreement. I suspect it to be some lie you have created to keep me here.”

“Why should I stay here, with twenty bucks firing into your hungry womb, and not lay claim to you myself?”

“Because you’re sick.”

When he laughed, even his eyelashes curled upwards in amusement. “My dear queen, must I be sick because I have no desire to lie with you?” He shook his head in merriment. “Such self-assurance will surely weaken the flesh of your chosen lovers and allow you to complete your mission in the blink of an eye.”

Very slowly, he blinked. 

Adora was too weary to continue with his mockery. Finding herself free to move, she turned and left the water, passing him close enough to touch, slap, or kick. On the bank, she paused for a moment, wiping away more tears of despair at his rejection. She’d one ruse left to play. Now, she slowed her pace a little. She sensed this particular lake was his source of solace and also pain. She’d never seen any of the other lords here and suspected they didn’t even know it existed. Instinctively, she sensed that in this place he’d be weaker. 

Moved partly by device, but more by desperation, she began to exaggerate the sway of her hips. In an instant, she was cloaked in a silky grey mist. To her dismay, when she tried to continue her seduction, the cloak restricted her pace and she stumbled. 

“Mpenzi, are you unable to walk?” The question, couched in the endearment, came from a silky, disinterested voice. Adora paid him no heed. Instead, she paused to smooth her hands over her legs and calves. Bending over, she slicked the material down until there was no difference between the silk and her skin. She knew he could have dried her with a look. So, this was a game. 

But when she straightened and turned, her eyes widened in both shock and triumph. She’d met with success! All without even beginning. Instead of the contempt she’d been expecting, she saw the First Gifted on his knees, his own robe hanging open, his other clothing dissolved. His eyes were glazed. His hands twitched. Even so, he strove for control. 

Behind her came the fluttering of small wings, as if to provide encouragement in her quest to overcome this stubborn mate. The scent of amber and sweetgrass drifted on the air. Moving closer, Adora brought her body as close to his upturned face as she dared. A flash of anger and self-rebuke ran through her. Another moment before turning and she’d have had him! He’d have had no choice but to yield to her. Now he was sitting back on his haunches, gazing blindly up at the trees. 

“The heaven to which you look, my husband,” she advised him, “is much closer than you think.”

He lowered his gaze to her, the glitter in his eyes unreadable. In her heart, Adora vowed that she’d feel no pity for him. After all, he’d felt none for her. Thighs parted, she stood over him. “Draw closer, my husband,” she tempted, “I’m too hot. I need something cooler within me. Place your mouth on me, and feel my ecstasy, as I’ll do for you.”

The silken robes in which he’d covered her hid nothing. Their ‘protection’ would be his demise. His own hunger having taken him fully, he could do nothing other than obey. She watched coolly as he struggled to find control of his senses. When his tongue brushed quickly across his lips, she couldn’t help but draw a shuddering sigh at the sight of it. 

With a wave of her hand, his robe misted away to expose his nakedness. Letting her own robe slide away more slowly, she smiled invitingly. “Look on my flesh as I do yours. Do you feel this as I feel it?”

His breathing was as hard as hers. His eyes locked onto her centre and his mouth opened. The slight nod of his head, the air that flickered heat around her, were enough. She whispered, “Tell me, First Gifted, what do you dream of when you’re lying in your bed at night?”

He could or would not say. Some maddening sense of discipline pulled him back. Although he breathed heavily on her, he would not allow his lips to touch her. She didn’t have him yet. However, she had her own weapons, and she was determined to use them. Steeling her nerves against her own reticence, she gave him her most sultry smile. “I shall have you, husband. Even if I have to negotiate upon every lord here to win you.”

“I’m not your husband, Adora. And you can never have me.” 

Even as he denied her, the flame in his eyes lit a furnace in her body. It sufficed. Adora's lost cry rent the sky as her body responded to his mere presence. She shook and moaned. Sighed weakly, “My limbs will not hold me . . . I must lie down.”

Unable to control her body’s tremors, she fell to the ground, and as her eyes met his, she found her rapture once more. That he should simply look at her and she was lost, made her rage all the more potent. She closed her eyes, hoping to breach the flow of tears. Almost instantly, his voice broke in, stiff with pride and deep with fear. “My lady, I’m—in distress.”

Adora's eyes snapped open to see Azalel still frozen in place, the evidence of his arousal shown in more ways than one. There was a sheen to his skin and his brow. His flesh jutted towards her, strong and hard. And his seed had begun to pearl, increasing his dilemma. Not losing their essence was one of the lords’ strongest protocols, one she was sure he himself had placed in all their minds. She couldn’t allow him to waste a single drop. 

Raising herself up slightly, she shifted closer to him, enjoying the discomfort in his eyes. Immediately, he pulled away to reduce the risk of inadvertent contact. “I'd prefer . . .”

“And I’d prefer . . .” She smiled. “Sojah, I’m worn and exhausted. I can neither stand nor kneel before you.” 

She shifted subtly, not enough to seem wanton, but to offer him access if he wanted. Still, he refused, his expression growing grimmer and increasingly anxious. It was clear that the tremors running over his body were weakening him, so it was like a dagger in her heart when he declared, “I cannot touch you.”

“Then you must make your aim true.” 

His rejection having made her ruthless, she spread herself fully for him and waited, knowing he was at his limit. He shook in frenzied resistance for a moment, and then grasped his member in both hands, trying to bring some direction to it. Then he cried out, “Sky and Air! Save me!”

His desperate roar was music to Adora's ears. She held herself open and was enraged when he covered himself to catch his own essence. At the same time, she could feel the flow of it from his body into hers. He had craftily devised some means of not spilling a drop, thereby avoiding any breach of protocol. 

Adora’s breath grew sharp and shallow as their pleas mingled. “Fill my womb, life giver! You must not lose a drop. Or else give me flesh to flesh. Stretch me in the way
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