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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

Hephach finds a siren in the back corner of a butcher shop and is immediately drawn to her. She gazes at him with large, pleading eyes. The siren is beautiful in a way that is almost uncanny, so mesmerizing in her despair that he suddenly wishes he had a talent for painting so he could immortalize the scene. 

He can't paint for shit, so he does the next best thing and rescues her instead. 

Except things are never quite that simple. Sirens feasts on mermaid and human flesh and he is close enough to the latter that he should worry about his safety as he brings her into his home and finds her by his bed in the middle of the night.

As his feelings for her deepens, so does his doubt for the sincerity of those emotions. Was she influencing him somehow? He can't deny that his desire for her as intense as hers is for him, their touches like burning like flames as they reached for one another. It is also impossible to ignore that she is not where she belongs and his selfishness is keeping her from freedom.

How far is he willing to go to keep her with him and how much is she willing to endure before she decides to turn on him? 

...
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​​​​​Sneak Peek
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"Aren't you going to use the bolt gun?" he asked. That was normally his weapon of choice as it allowed the death to be clean enough that it would not sully the meat. Some of his customers, Fatehbir had shared before, believed that fear added a certain bitter tang to the meat. 

"Special request by one of the customer," Fatehbir said and placed his phone on the other side of the cage, presumably so he could record the act. 

"Is that for your other buyers?" Hephach asked. 

"You've never seen me butcher a mermaid before, have you?" he grinned. "People pay good money for this shit. And this little bitch took down several of my men. I'm going to enjoy making it hurt," he said. 

He provided many reasons where Hephach had only asked for one and Fatehbir was grinning as he gave his reasons, vibrating with anticipation. It was clear that he enjoyed making his victims suffer. 

"I see," Hephach would have to deal with the phone before he dealt with the man. "I would rather my face not be featured in it," he said. 

"Oh, I've got the angle all figured out. You just stand right where you're at and I'll handle the rest, pretty boy." 

Hephach arched a brow but refused to be taunted into responding by the comment. He was far from pretty. He knew that some people found him rather intimidating, not just because of his height, but the battle scars that he had on his arms and the right side of his face. "Your other buyers not keen on witnessing the butchering?" he asked instead. 

"They trust me," he said, a jab to him again, but he didn't rise to the bait. 

Hephach had dealt with the man long enough to know how little he could be trusted. He would often sell cuts of meat at his shop that should have gone bad months ago. Erlkings, for example, would really only remain fresh for a few scarce weeks before their flesh would begin to rot. But they were not very palatable to begin with, so perhaps any substitution that he made would be an improvement. "Their loss," Hephach said without inflection. 

The butcher sized him up, then visibly decided that he was joking and guffawed. "You're funny," he said and strode past him.

The mermaid appeared to be less frightened even though imminent death was clear. She was staring at him openly again, as if she considered the butcher to be beneath her notice. The lines of her face were hard with bitter resignation. 

He had seen similar expressions on the faces of the people he had killed, but very rarely. He smiled at the mermaid and saw hope flickering in the creature's eyes. 

He had spent a good amount of time on Fatehbir. Longer than he had originally anticipated and had gotten everything he needed from the butcher. 

He supposed it was time for him to move on. 

As the butcher raised his club, Hephach stepped up behind the man and closed his fingers around the man's neck. His claws emerged from the tips of his fingers and in one smooth gesture, he sliced his sharp claws across the man's throat. 

​
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​​​​​​Chapter One
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​​Hephach spied the mermaid in the back corner of the shop, languishing in an undersized galvanized steel tank, which was more suitable for much smaller fish. 

He tilted his head curiously when the creature met his eyes, and then he strode towards it, passing pens and cages that housed smaller but no less miserable wonders as he did so. Insectile fairies buzzed with fury from behind the glass of their tanks as he went by and in their wire enclosure, several jackalopes raised their twitchy noses upwards to scent him suspiciously. They could smell all they wanted, but they would not be able to recognize his scent. He was well hidden. 

Perhaps they thought that they had found kinship in her and believed him there to rescue them. 

They would be found wanting, if so. 

His hand fell casually on the forehead of a unicorn foal as it stretched out its neck as far as its pen would allow to nuzzle him and he felt the stub of its budding horn, but he didn't stop to tarry with the animal. 

The other beasts and creatures in the shop were unhappy because they had been stolen from their homes and placed in cages that were too small and cramped while being subjected to the sights of their kin being butchered in front of them. Such an environment would doubtlessly incite a certain degree of instinctual anxiety. The creatures here were, by and large, incapable of much critical thinking. They were livestock that he could turn a blind eye to easily enough. 

The mermaid, however, was another matter altogether. If he was right, that was not a mermaid at all.

He had only looked upon her eyes once and he could see clear understanding in them. She knew what was to become of her and the helpless terror of that knowledge had dilated her pupils to pinpricks, the black depths of which seemed infinite i nit's terror. Crouching down to the mermaid's level, he gazed in the depths of that wretched, agonized dread, inhaling the scent of her fear from among the mystical zoo smell of the basement-level exotic meats shop and found something else lurking beneath it all. 

"Well, hello there," he hummed, pleased by the discovery of something other than what he had been expecting for the evening. 

The tank that the butcher had stored the mermaid in was far too small and her tail flopped over the edge in a way that stroke him as being acutely uncomfortable. Her scales were an iridescent shades of the rainbow, but where they had been left out of the water for too long, they had turned dry and flaky, dull in the way that reminded him of fish that had been left out in the sun to dry. He couldn't help but grimace at the sight of it. 

"That must hurt," he said.

If the mermaid understood him at all, she gave no indication of it. Perhaps she could not hear as well out of water as she could in it. 

She was naked from the waist up and she clutched a wet old blanket over her shoulder as though it might offer her some sort of protection. Her knuckles were white from how tightly she gripped the tattered cloth. He wondered if someone had been kind enough to offer it to her or if it was merely the butcher's work to prevent buyers from thinking of fondling the poor thing. Even butchers had standards and they thought of these creatures as nothing but food. Any thought that strayed otherwise would only complicate matters. 

The heavy metal collar around her neck was sealed with a padlock and the short chain that extended from it was bolted to the fixture on the tank, keeping her trapped in place. It was not as though there was anywhere else for her to go. Even if she had managed to drag herself out of the tank and up the stairs, she would not have been able to escape the clutches of the guards who had been placed on the other side of the door. 

The mermaid stared up at him with soulful, frightened eyes the color of the ocean. She had a lovely face, peach-shaped with full lips and a small nose. It was a little uncanny, if he was completely honest with himself. She was beautiful in an otherworldly way that reminded him of elves. Untouchable. 

Though that wasn't quite true now. He could reach out and touch her easily enough, but he had no interest in coercing the women he wants into his bed. 

The man behind the counter took his interest in the creature as pity and chuckled. "She might look harmless, but that one's a cannibal," he warned. 

"How could she be a cannibal if she was only eating those she deemed beneath her?" he hummed in response, but quiet enough that the man would not hear him. In a louder voice to distract the murmured words, he hazarded a guess based on the man's statement that she ate her own kind, "Siren?" 

The mermaid had not broken eye contact with him since he first looked her way, but her terror now shifted to curiosity, probably attempting to figure out how he had come to know of her true nature so quickly. 

"That's right," the butcher said. He could hear the man going through the motions of wrapping his order in butcher's paper. "Unusual to find one of these in my line of work. They're normally mistaken as mermaids and sold as such." 

"Pity," he said. And then, because he was here not just for meat but for information, he added, "I imagine the World Research Facility would pay you handsomely for one." He kept his tone light, like he didn't care for the answer one way or the other. 

"I guess," the butcher made a considering noise. "My contact there retired earlier this year. Says he's grooming me a replacement but asshole hasn't given me a name." 

Got him. There were only so many people who retired from the Facility and they would be able to search in his communication records to see if there were any suspicious behavior. Hephach feigned a noise of surprise, "I was actually thinking of doing it through the proper channels." 

The butcher scoffed and titled his head up slightly, pleased that he was more informed regarding this matter than him and could use the opportunity to brag. "You don't know the people there. They would just claim everything in my shop for free and say it's for the 'betterment of humanity' or some bullshit. You and I both know they haven't done shit." 

"I suppose not," he said. The facility's propensity to lock everything new and interesting up in their research laboratories in the name of science wasn't a secret, though there was little he could do about it. "How did you figure out that she's not a mermaid?" 

"Killed some of my men," he said. "Got the rest to drown each other and then themselves before they cut her tongue out." 

"Ah," he swallowed and resisted the urge to press his hand to his throat. That explained the siren's helplessness. She wasn't just a fish out of water, but one that had it's teeth and claws removed. "Is she available?" he asked. 

"Already sold." 

"Pity," he said without real disappointment. He straightened to his full height, towering over the butcher who had came to stand by his side at some point during their discussion. "A single buyer?" he asked. 

"Let me check," answered the butcher, going back to look at the books. 

Six months ago, he would not even bother answering Hephach. Now, he was so comfortable with him that he didn't even hesitate summoning the keys that Hephach had been looking for all this while and using it to open the book in the drawer.

The magical key glowed as it touched the book, revealing all the names and numbers written within. Bless him and his terrible memory. Most people who dealt with things like this would not keep records of their buyers, but Fatehbir had revealed to him once that he kept a book with all the names of the people who had purchased from him before as a measure of keeping himself safe. Hephach didn't pretend to understand the logic behind the line of thinking, but it was also that reveal that had kept the man alive for so long. 

Hephach normally dealt with these sellers soon after he found them, but the man was lucky that he had brought up the book early in their interaction and it had been what Hephach had been after this whole time. Now that the book was out, it took all of his restraint not to reach out and snap the man's neck where he stood. 

Hephach was practically vibrating with glee, but kept where he was as he waited for the man to find what he was looking for. He needed to make sure it was the right one. 

"Multiple buyers," the butcher confirmed, and then frowned. "Some are due to collect this evening." 

In his head, Hephach weighed the pros and cons of waiting for the other buyers to arrive before dealing the killing blow, but when, instead of tucking the book away somewhere safe and hiding away the key, the Fatehbir only placed both items to the side. 

"The book updates in real time?" he asked. 

Fatehbir grinned. "Ingenious, isn't it? I update my stock on the computer and when people make a deposit, it updates here," he patted the book. 

"Just so," he agreed, thinking fast. That was even better. That meant as long as he kept the news of the man's inevitable demise contained, then he would be able to continue gathering information on those buyers indefinitely. He licked his lips, a hunger growing in his core. "Perhaps you could add one more to the list of her buyers, then," he said. "She seems fresh enough to make sashimi with," he added with a slight tilt to his head. "I could bring you a little for a discount." And therein was the reason Hephach continued to be granted access here. He was not only a buyer, but a chef as well. Fatehbir was a self proclaimed connoisseur who enjoyed exotic meats, but did not have the skills to prepare them and was too miserly to have someone else do the cooking for him nor pay the prices at the restaurants that offer these dishes. Hephach, over the years of his work, had learned the ways to prepare and cook the special cuts of meat and would bring Fatehbir a container of his prepared dishes every time he arrived. 

Fatehbir swallowed hungrily at the prospect of the meal ahead whereas the siren finally turned her gaze away from him, seeing that he was not the savior that she had been praying for. 

There was a brief negotiation of the question of price per ounce for the high quality cut taken from the tail. It was important to know these details for future interactions with other sellers. 

"She's outrageously more expensive compared to mermaids considering they should taste rather similar to each other," he pointed out. 

"You could get a mermaid from a waterpark," he countered, a point which Hephach had to concede as true. 

In the end, he settled for three pounds and a price that might have bankrupted a man of lesser means. "If you could harvest the flesh right now, I have some spices with me with which I could prepare a taste for you," he offered. 

Fatehbir was practically salivating, but he grinned and said, "You're just worried about being cheated." It was good natured teasing, as they had been doing business for a while and this was not the first time he had requested that his meat be butchered on the spot. It was not an unusual request and he was not the first to make it. Given the expense of the items offered at this particular establishment, patrons often demanded that their purchases be slaughtered and butchered in front of them to guarantee the freshness and authenticity of the meat. 

The brute of the man grinned and folded back his sleeves, showing off his heavily tattooed forearm. Some of them were for protection. Fatehbir was a low level mage, after all, or he would not have been able to summon the key from his personal mage storage that was inaccessible to anyone else. 

He took the heavy club down from it's hook on the wall. 

Hephach had seen it a few times and had always assumed it to be some kind of decorative item, something to deter would-be thieves. 

"Aren't you going to use the bolt gun?" he asked. That was normally his weapon of choice as it allowed the death to be clean enough that it would not sully the meat. Some of his customers, Fatehbir had shared before, believed that fear added a certain bitter tang to the meat. 

"Special request by one of the customer," Fatehbir said and placed his phone on the other side of the cage, presumably so he could record the act. 

"Is that for your other buyers?" Hephach asked. 

"You've never seen me butcher a mermaid before, have you?" he grinned. "People pay good money for this shit. And this little bitch took down several of my men. I'm going to enjoy making it hurt," he said. 

He provided many reasons where Hephach had only asked for one and Fatehbir was grinning as he gave his reasons, vibrating with anticipation. It was clear that he enjoyed making his victims suffer. 

"I see," Hephach would have to deal with the phone before he dealt with the man. "I would rather my face not be featured in it," he said. 

"Oh, I've got the angle all figured out. You just stand right where you're at and I'll handle the rest, pretty boy." 

Hephach arched a brow but refused to be taunted into responding by the comment. He was far from pretty. He knew that some people found him rather intimidating, not just because of his height, but the battle scars that he had on his arms and the right side of his face. "Your other buyers not keen on witnessing the butchering?" he asked instead. 

"They trust me," he said, a jab to him again, but he didn't rise to the bait. 

Hephach had dealt with the man long enough to know how little he could be trusted. He would often sell cuts of meat at his shop that should have gone bad months ago. Erlkings, for example, would really only remain fresh for a few scarce weeks before their flesh would begin to rot. But they were not very palatable to begin with, so perhaps any substitution that he made would be an improvement. "Their loss," Hephach said without inflection. 

The butcher sized him up, then visibly decided that he was joking and guffawed. "You're funny," he said and strode past him.

The mermaid appeared to be less frightened even though imminent death was clear. She was staring at him openly again, as if she considered the butcher to be beneath her notice. The lines of her face were hard with bitter resignation. 

He had seen similar expressions on the faces of the people he had killed, but very rarely. He smiled at the mermaid and saw hope flickering in the creature's eyes. 

He had spent a good amount of time on Fatehbir. Longer than he had originally anticipated and had gotten everything he needed from the butcher. 

He supposed it was time for him to move on. 

As the butcher raised his club, Hephach stepped up behind the man and closed his fingers around the man's neck. His claws emerged from the tips of his fingers and in one smooth gesture, he sliced his sharp claws across the man's throat. 

Before Fatehbir could fall, Hephach caught him by the back of his shirt to keep him on his feet. His weapon of choice fell from his hand and dropped onto the edge of the tank before falling over the side and onto the ground. The healing magic in his body glowed and attempted to heal the wound on his neck, but healing magic worked on small cuts and bruises. Hephach was careful to deal a killing blow. There was no coming back from that .

Still, there was some fight in the man and he didn't wish for his death throes to draw unwanted attention. There were guards waiting upstairs. Then again, Hephach would not have gone through the trouble of bribing the guards for months if he wasn't planning on doing this eventually. He supposed a little noise was to be expected as well, considering the kind of work that was done here. 

It was taking a long time for the man to die, so he yanked the man's head back, allowing more blood to spurt from the cut he had drawn across his jugular. 

The man was torn between struggling to throw him off and stemming the flow of blood from his body, choking noises filling the room as he attempted to cover the cut with one hand like it was enough to stop it. 

Hephach caught his wrist and wretched it away from the gash, pinning it behind his back instead. 

Blood showered over the siren, who had opened her mouth and was welcoming the red rain with the purest joy he had ever witnessed. The inside of her mouth was lined with rows of needle-sharp teeth. 

Fatehbir struggled for a minute more and when he finally stilled, Hephach made to move him away, only to be stopped by the beseeching look on the mermaid's face. 

Ah well, it was not his place to judge another's diet. He dragged the butcher forward and dropped his body into the mermaid's tank.

She was a skinny thing and looked very frail, so it took him by surprise when she grabbed the butcher, who was easily three times her size, by his arm and then yanked him towards her like a ragdoll. 

He looked away respectfully when she began to feast. 

There were other things that he needed to deal with regardless. 

Truthfully, he had been worried that the book would disappear following the man's death, but he had struck out there. In the book were all the names and contact details as well as all the purchases they had made in the past. He grinned as he pocketed the book and then retrieved his phone so he could get in touch with Beck, who would be handling matters here to ensure that they could continue operating. Beck had done this before, take over a shop after he had dealt with it's original owner.

When the phone connected, her sultry voice responded with a curt, "Thought you'd died." 

"Not yet," he said. "Got a new joint for you." 

"About time," she said. "Where's this one at and why did it take so long?" 

"This one kept records," he said. He could hear a sharp intake of breath on the other side of the phone. Nobody they had ever dealt with before were stupid enough to keep a record of all their dealings. Or if they did, they wouldn't let them know or had a way of getting rid of evidence quickly. 

"You got it?" Her words were hushed, as if she was waiting for the other shoe to drop. He wouldn't have brought up the book if he hadn't gotten his hands on it. 

"Why do you think this job took me so long? You're going to be busy for a while," he said. 

"I hope it's worth it," she said. 

"It'll be worth it," he reassured her as he flipped through the pages, searching for a name that he knew would be familiar to him if he found it. 
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