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        He is everything she fears – She is everything he needs.

      

      

      
        
        On the run from the demon hell-bent on possessing her, Selma Lehmann finds herself in the hands of a far more dangerous enemy.

        Lord Protector Kain is ruthlessly handsome, brutally savage—and exactly the fate she’s feared since the day she learned what kind of creatures hunt her from the shadows. They call her a Breeder, and there’s only one thing a demon Lord could want from her… But if she’s ever going to reclaim her freedom, she will have to trust the monster who swears to protect her from his own kind.

        Kain never wanted a mate—only pain awaits a demon foolish enough to give his heart to a human.

        When tantalizing Selma lands in his lap, he knows his duty is to put her to auction and return his focus to the war threatening to bring his entire race to its knees.

        Yet every instinct in his body roars to make her his, and he’ll have to choose. His heart—or her soul?
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      At twenty-seven, Selma’d long since learned that staring at monsters brought nothing but pain.

      Which is why, when she saw three of them herd a woman toward a deserted alley behind the grocery store’s parking lot, she ducked behind her car, shopping bag filled with last-minute ready meals clutched to her chest thanks to Mr. Jones’ insistence that she work late yet again.

      But the monsters didn’t pay her any mind; their focus was solely on the girl between them. She was stumbling along the pavement as if drugged, headed toward the secluded spot seemingly without a shred of worry about the three males accompanying her.

      Selma gave her a guilty glance as she fumbled with her keys to unlock the car door, her palms sweaty and shaking with the violent drumming of her heart.

      She knew the monsters could bend a human’s will and make them see things that weren’t there—or not see things that were. They hid their grotesque appearance behind human skins, which was why no one else seemed to notice the scaled, horned creatures who walked among them.

      No one except her.

      Or maybe she was just crazy. Or unbalanced, as a multitude of doctors in white coats had told her concerned parents before she’d learned to pretend she didn’t see the monsters anymore.

      At least the woman wasn’t putting up a fight. Whatever they’d done to make her follow them, she likely wouldn’t remember what happened to her. She might not even realize it while it was happening.

      Selma drew in a deep breath and focused on the key in her sweaty palm—but before she could look down, the girl turned her head, catching her gaze.

      Large, panicked eyes locked on hers, and though the rest of her face remained slack and docile, those eyes spoke clearly that that woman was aware of what was about to happen to her.

      A large, clawed hand came to rest on her shoulder and pulled her into the alley. Her eyes widened even further, the plea in them impossible to ignore. Then the darkness swallowed her, leaving the parking lot desolate once more.

      Fuck. Selma stared at the gaping mouth of the alley, her heart thudding unevenly in her chest. Had she come out of the shop ten minutes later, she’d have been none the wiser, and guilt wouldn’t have been gnawing at her to do something.

      What was she supposed to do against three monsters?

      “Shit,” she muttered, easing the shopping bag and her purse to the ground as she fished out her phone.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “Hi, yeah, I saw three men drag a woman into an alley behind the shops on the corner of Smith and 31st, by the parking lot. Please, can you send the police?”

      Selma spoke fast and low, not wanting to risk the monsters hearing. They were far enough away she couldn’t hear them, but she knew all too well that some of them had enhanced senses.

      “Can you see them, ma’am? Are they hurting her?” the voice on the other end asked.

      Selma blinked at the question. “No, I can’t, but it was obvious what they were going to do to her. She was fighting them.” Or she would have been, had she been capable. “Do you need me to move closer so I have eyes on them?”

      “No, don’t put yourself in harm’s way, ma’am. The police are on their way now. They’ll be with you in twenty minutes. Can I ask your name, please?”

      “Twenty?” Selma croaked. “You can’t be serious—they’ll have…” She trailed off as images flashed before her mind’s eye of what it’d be like for that poor girl alone with those three for a full twenty minutes.

      “Fuck!”

      “They’re coming as fast as they can, I promise,” the voice soothed. “Your name please, ma’am?”

      “As fast as they can” wasn’t going to save that poor woman. Dread soured in her stomach, adrenaline and fear making her hands shake as she hung up and slid the phone back into her purse. Forcing herself not to think, she moved toward the alley. Maybe she could distract them long enough for the police to show up.

      A metal pipe lay among bricks and rubble in the entry. Selma bent to pick it up, feeling just a tad better at the cold, heavy weight in her hands. She clutched it hard and pressed her back against the brick wall, peering around the corner and into the darkness.

      She couldn’t see anything but a couple of overflowing dumpsters, the faint light from the parking lot dying just a few feet into the alley. But from deep within, soft grunts echoed.

      This time, Selma didn’t have to force herself not to think. She slid into the shadows without hesitation, propelled forward by an equal mix of horror and fury. For a few moments, she didn’t think about what the monsters could do to her, only what they were doing to that helpless woman.

      A bit of light spilled in from the city’s fluorescent skyline where the alley widened into a dead end, letting Selma’s eyes catch up to her ears.

      The three monsters were standing in a semi-circle facing the wall, the broad brute in the middle moving his hips rhythmically back and forth as his comrades chuckled every time the girl made a noise.

      “Fuck, go faster, Cres. I’m busting out my fucking pants here,” the monster on the left groaned, pawing at his crotch.

      But Cres never got to answer, because Selma stepped forward and swung her impromptu bat with as much force as she could, cracking the metal pipe against his horned skull.

      The strike sounded like a gong through the alleyway and vibrated up through Selma’s arms and into her teeth.

      “What the fuck?” The monster on the right whirled on her, mouth open as Cres let out an inhuman snarl. He pulled free from the girl, finally revealing her body as she sagged to the ground, and rounded on Selma.

      His eyes were acid-green with slitted pupils, and his bared teeth were sharp as any predator’s. Revulsion honed Selma’s terror to a fine point. Suddenly, she was his full focus.

      “You’re one very dumb little girl,” Cres hissed, reaching for her weapon.

      Selma snatched it away just in time and delivered another whack, this time to his shoulder. “Get away from her!”

      “Now, now… don’t be like that, baby,” one of the other monsters purred, his blue-scaled mouth twisted in a nasty smile. “We’ve got plenty of time to play with you as well.”

      “No thanks.” She swung again, hitting Blue square in the face. “Get out of here now! The police are on their way!”

      “Son of a bitch!” Blue staggered for a moment, bringing one clawed hand to his face. “Little cunt broke my fucking nose!”

      “Feisty thing.” The other beast, whose horns curled in a strange pattern behind his head, grinned. “Calm down, pretty girl. Relax and it won’t hurt… that bad.”

      A dark fog rose around Selma. It felt like thick, clammy soup clinging to her skin, setting every hair on her body on end as it tried to penetrate through her nostrils and mouth.

      Magic.

      This was what they used to make their victims docile and believe their lies. Some had tried it on her when she was a little girl screaming at their gruesome features. It hadn’t worked then, and it wasn’t working now, but she lowered her bat anyway, relaxing her pose.

      “Now there’s a good girl,” Curly purred, stepping toward her with his hand outstretched. “Give me that nasty stick, why don’t you, and then you and me are going to have some fun.”

      “Leave her alone!” Someone shouted from behind the monsters, followed by a metallic clang when a garbage can lid connected with Cres’ horned head. It seemed their victim had managed to shake their filthy magic while Selma distracted them.

      Cres snarled and spun around, backhanding the woman to the ground, but that was all the time Selma needed. She raised her weapon again and aimed straight for Curly’s temple, putting all her strength behind her swing.

      He let out a groan like a wounded animal and staggered back, stumbling over his feet and falling on his ass as he clutched his head.

      “What the…?” Blue stared at her through narrowed eyes, for the first time taking up a cautionary stance as she rounded on him. “How did you break through his magic?”

      Selma didn’t answer, choosing instead to press her advantage. She leapt at him, but this time he was prepared. He easily side-stepped her swing, and when she tried again he twisted to block her, grabbing the metal pole in one huge, clawed hand.

      She pulled, but he was so much stronger. With an easy yank, he ripped her weapon from her hand and tossed it into a dark corner of the alley, leaving her defenseless.

      It was as if all the anger that’d propelled her into action seeped out through the soles of her feet as the blue-scaled monster rounded on her, lips curled in a snarl.

      Out of sight, the woman she’d tried to save fought against Cres on the ground. This time, it seemed the monster hadn’t deemed it necessary to drug her with his magic.

      “Not so feisty now, huh?” Over Blue’s shoulder, the curly-horned monster reappeared. Thin trails of blood trickled from his pointed ears, but that was the extent of the damage she’d managed to inflict.

      She’d been a fool in thinking she could save anyone from these monsters. She’d never even been able to save herself.

      “Hope you like it rough, bitch, ‘cause we’re gonna make your cunt pay for every blow you got in with that pipe,” Blue growled, reaching for his belt buckle as Curly rushed forward and pinned Selma’s shoulders to the wall before she could twist away.

      Rough, cold brick bit into her back as they moved in, blocking the faint light from the city. She screamed and tried to force her body to keep fighting, but there was nothing she could do to prevent their clawed hands from ripping the clothes from her body or pushing up between her legs.

      As a child, her fear of the monsters had been childish. She’d feared they’d eat her, that they’d hide in the dark underneath her bed or in her closet and devour her in her sleep.

      Adulthood had brought a different understanding of their intent. She’d seen the hunger in their eyes as they chose their prey, and it was rarely to feed.

      Her nightmares had long since morphed into this—into gruesome rape at the hands of the monsters who’d haunted her her entire life.

      Selma screamed until darkness swallowed her.
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      “Selma?”

      Selma slowly turned her gaze from the tranquil gardens beyond the bay window-ledge where she’d been curled up for the better part of the morning. A nurse stood in the doorway, a kind smile on her face. Her name was Marie, if Selma remembered correctly. Her mind was still fuzzy from the drugs.

      “The doctor is ready for you again. Would you please come with me?” probably-Marie asked.

      The doctor. Selma didn’t remember a doctor, but then she didn’t remember much of anything from after the paramedics had injected her with whatever sedative they’d had on hand.

      She unfolded from the window ledge with a sigh, slipping obediently to the floor. With an encouraging smile, the nurse led her from the small, high-ceilinged room she’d slept in and down a series of long corridors lined with the same large windows as the one she’d spent most of the day gazing out of. Although whoever had converted the old manor into a psychiatric ward had gone out of their way to make it look the part of a hospital, it still retained some of its grandeur from its glory days. It even smelled faintly of old wood through the acrid odor of cleaning agents filling the air.

      There were very few indications of other patients or staff members on the premises. A soft humming from one of the rooms was the only noise apart from their footsteps echoing off the mahogany floors as they passed closed door after closed door. Only after climbing the staircase to the first floor did life seem to vibrate through to the hall: the low buzz of a radio flowing through an open door; the murmur of female voices; and the scent of coffee emitting from what must have been the staff break room.

      The hallway grew quieter as they came to a broader stretch, where golden plaques engraved with doctors’ names hung next to dark, carved door frames that matched the floorboards.

      The nurse stopped to knock where the fancy sign indicated Dr. Martin Hershey had his office. Upon hearing an affirmative mumble through the aged wood, she offered Selma a reassuring smile before opening it.

      “Dr. Hershey, your next patient is here to see you.”

      “Very good,” a pleasantly deep voice said from within. “Show her in please, Marie.”

      Marie turned to Selma, the previously encouraging smile on her lips now spread wider. “Go on in.”

      Sighing inwardly, Selma moved past her and through the opening into the psychiatrist’s office, feeling like she was stepping into the middle of an office romance. But romantic interest or no, patient confidentiality was patient confidentiality, and the door closed behind her, leaving Selma alone with yet another professional about to draw a blank on her condition.

      “Come on over and have a seat, please.”

      Maybe he’d give up quickly—he would have had her medical records sent over from the other institutions and therapists she’d seen, and would probably come to the sad conclusion that his newest patient was a lost cause just like they had.

      If she was lucky.

      With another sigh, this time not so inward, she lifted her head to face the doctor... and froze mid-step at the sight of him.

      He was certainly handsome, which was probably the reason for the nurse’s sudden shift from reassuring professional to giddy schoolgirl. The first thing Selma noticed was his olive skin, strong, clean features, and thick, black hair. However, the neatly brushed, wavy strands did nothing to hide his pointed ears, nor the small horns protruding from just above his hairline. His almond shaped eyes watching her halted approach were a burning orange.

      He was one of them.

      No. How was she meant to get through this? She’d had to deal with them before, from her physics teacher to bank advisors, and even a supervisor at one point, but never had she been expected to open up about her illness to one. How could she trust him with her health—and her already fractured mind?

      The slight tilt of one of his dark eyebrows brought her out of the maelstrom of her thoughts. If she were to have any hope of being released before the hospital notified her parents, she best get herself together!

      Forcing her legs to complete the steps needed to reach Dr. Hershey’s desk, she gritted her teeth and lifted her gaze to meet his. Apart from their disturbing color, his eyes held no dark threats.

      “Please, sit.” He indicated the chair next to him—a comfortable-looking one, perfect for therapy sessions and delving into childhood memories.

      Selma obeyed, fervently wishing that he’d just hand her a prescription and be done. She had no interest in exploring her trauma with this... whatever he was, and even less desire for him to do so.

      “Selma Lehmann, correct?” He lifted those dark eyebrows at her questioningly, waiting for her nod. “I am Doctor Martin Hershey, chief psychiatrist here at Ravenswood House. I suspect you don’t recall me from last night, so it’s a pleasure to meet you.” He stretched his large hand toward her. Hesitantly she took it, bracing for the heat she knew he’d radiate. It wasn’t unpleasant, but the warmth traveling from her fingers up through her arm felt mildly invasive, as if his touch attempted to cover as much of her skin as possible.

      He smiled a little at her hesitation before letting go and leaning back, watching her in that therapist way she knew meant that every unconscious move of her body was being observed. It always made her fidget even more.

      “I read your file this morning; this is the first time in ten years you have had a recorded incident. Did the hallucinations disappear in your late teens, or did you decide to deal with them on your own?”

      Selma bit her lip. The way his fiery gaze locked on the gesture didn’t ease the sense she was being scrutinized, but if she could make him believe that her latest “hallucination” had been a freak accident and not a relapse, this might be over quicker.

      “I... haven’t had an episode since I was seventeen. I think maybe it was just due to the stress of the situation, and I hadn’t eaten all day...” Her voice died at his cocked eyebrow.

      “You don’t need to lie to me, Selma.” His tone was mildly admonishing, but also gentle—the kind of tone someone would use to correct undesirable behavior in a skittish cat. “I am very good at recognizing deception. They never disappeared, did they?”

      Splendid. So apart from having fire-eyes and horns, her new doctor was also a living lie detector. She shook her head.

      “How did you manage them for so long on your own?”

      There really was no way around it—they were going to talk about all the details of her miserable existence with this illness, and she was going to be permanently put back into a system that had no way of helping her, and every way of ruining what levels of contentment she’d managed to scrape together over the past ten years.

      “I learned to ignore them,” she said, voice low and defeated. “I found that if I didn’t pay attention to them, the monsters wouldn’t be able to tell me apart from everyone else. It’s easier in the daylight.”

      Dr. Hershey cocked his head as he watched her, his burning eyes falling into shadow. He almost looked like a normal person, apart from the horns and ears. “Interesting. That must have been very hard.”

      Selma shrugged. “It was at first, but now it’s easier than... than before.” She gave him a pleading look. “I was doing alright. I really was. Last night was just...”

      “What happened last night?”

      She shot him a quizzical look. “Didn’t they tell you?” She was pretty much used to having every detail of her life readily available in file format to anyone with a doctorate.

      “They did indeed, but I would like to hear it from you, if you don’t mind.”

      It was strange, really. She’d spent all her life keeping as much distance from them as she possibly could, and now she was sitting right in front of one who seemed genuinely interested in her well-being, almost... caring. It was intensely disturbing.

      “I saw a girl being led away by three of...” She glanced quickly at his horns and stifled the words “your kind” from coming out of her mouth. “...uh, three of the illusions, and she looked very scared, so I couldn’t not help.”

      “But they weren’t illusions, were they? There were three men there, according to the police report. You did save a girl from her rapists,” he said, leaning forward and supporting his chin in one big hand. The way he was watching her now, as if she were the most intriguing creature on the face of the Earth, was not much better than his previous scrutiny.

      Selma shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Well, yeah. But... to me, they didn’t look like men, and... and when they tried to hurt me, I... panicked.”

      “You say ’tried to.’ Did you fight back?”

      She shuddered at the memory of the metal rod connecting with hard bone, sending shocks of vibrations down her arms. “Yes. It wasn’t enough, though. It never is...”

      When the police officers came, the tentative grasp she’d had on her broken mind snapped completely. A flash of the scaly monster who had ripped the pipe from her hands made her gasp. His claws tearing through her clothing had hurt, as had his fist locking around her throat.

      Selma couldn’t remember anything after that, apart from the sound of gunshots and the footsteps of the police officers sprinting to their rescue. She hadn’t stopped screaming until the paramedics injected her with some kind of sedative.

      “I... I’m sorry, I... don’t recall the details so well.” She wrapped her arms around herself in an attempt to quell the sinking feeling of despair. She would never escape the waking nightmare that was her illness.

      Dr. Hershey patted her soothingly on the knee, transferring heat to her skin through the fabric. “That’s quite alright, Selma. I know you must have been very frightened. Would you mind elaborating on what you mean by ‘it never is’? Have you been hurt by people you see as monsters before?”

      Of course he’d picked up on that.  She bit her lower lip, nodding. “A few times, when I was a kid. Only one time really bad.”

      His orange gaze narrowed, something reminiscent of anger flickering behind it for a short moment before he managed to regain that soothing therapist-expression. “Sexually?”

      “Oh, no. Mostly just...” She’d been about to say “normally,” but thought better of it. Instead she rolled up the loose leg of the comfortable white pants she’d been given upon arrival, twisting her leg to reveal the long scar down her calf.

      Dr. Hershey trailed his finger up it, leaving an electric trail in his wake, and the thought that she was happy she’d shaved her legs the morning before sparked in her mind. Blushing at that—completely irrelevant—contemplation, she resolutely stared at the horns sticking up from his wavy locks. Goosebump-inducing touch or no, horns did not belong on a man’s head, and they certainly subtracted from the charms of his firm jaw and wide shoulders.

      “This was vicious,” he said, the softest touch of his breath grazing her skin. “And certainly not a figment of your imagination. Did anyone catch the perpetrator?”

      Selma pulled her leg back, shifting so the fabric slid down and covered her skin again. “No. Some passerby saw her, though. Said it was a young redheaded woman. She ran when he came to help me.”

      “And to you it was...?”

      She grimaced. “A monster.”

      Dr. Hershey leaned back in his chair, staring straight into her eyes. “Are the monsters always evil, Selma? Is that what you see? A physical manifestation of inherently dangerous people?”

      Before even realizing what she was doing, she shook her head.

      “No?”

      She flushed again and glanced at his pointed ears. “Uh… well, I don’t know for certain. Many of them have left me alone, even when I… was staring at them. Or crying and pointing, when I was little. But I don’t know if they are dangerous in other circumstances.”

      A small smile tugged at his full lips. “And do you see me as one of these monsters?”
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      The excess blood—and then some—immediately drained from her face. Oh god, how did he…?

      “No.” It came out as a squeak.

      Dr. Hershey raised an eyebrow in challenge. “Selma... I thought we had an understanding about telling the truth?”

      Her brown eyes widened. Did he honestly expect her to explain that yes, she saw him as some form of nightmare creature—albeit a handsome one?

      His defiant stare suggested that that was very much the case.

      Shame hadn’t rested this heavily on her since she’d been forced to apologize to Mr. Hubert, the physics teacher she’d confessed to suspecting was some form of demon. Gaze resting firmly on her knees, she nodded shortly.

      “What do I look like? Please, describe what you see.”

      Defeated, she lifted a hand and made a vague gesture toward his head. “Horns, pointed ears...”

      “Is that all?” He sounded idly amused, which really wasn’t very polite.

      Selma shot him an annoyed glare—she didn’t enjoy feeling like the butt of a joke, having spent much of her life as one. However, his flaming eyes caught hers the second she looked up again, and the interest in them far overshadowed any indication of humor.

      “Your eyes are like fire, but apart from that, you look... normal.” She grimaced, feeling several shades of ridiculous. It was always uncomfortable to talk about her illness, but the fact that he was so... intrigued just made everything worse. Maybe it was his age—Dr. Hershey couldn’t have been out of college for many years, and she was possibly his first non-standard patient.

      He was, at least, looking at her as if she was some kind of rare and valuable find. “What color are my horns, then?”

      Selma blinked, glancing up at said horns. “Er... black, with a bit of gray. Why?”

      Something shifted in his eyes, as if he’d reached some conclusion in their depths. Then he smiled, turning his attention back to the computer that had gone into sleep mode, and moved the mouse to revive it.

      “Simple curiosity. Now...” He tapped on the keyboard and looked at what she assumed was her file. “Have you ever heard of Sigmund Freud, Selma?”

      “Yes.” Who hadn’t heard of that nut ball?

      Her apprehensive tone drew another wry smile from his defined features. “I take from your expression that you aren’t a fan. I hope you will keep an open mind, though, because there is a very good chance that we can help you by applying some newer theories that have their origins in his philosophy.”

      “Help me?” She had heard those airy words before, and each time had been a letdown. “Is there a new drug?”

      Dr. Hershey shook his head, clicking his tongue disapprovingly. “Pharmaceuticals... It may be unorthodox, given my profession, but I rarely support attempts at altering brain chemistry with the use of drugs. The human mind is such a fascinating organism, and so much can be done just by finding a way to balance a patient’s hormones.”

      Selma frowned—that was certainly unorthodox thinking for a psychiatrist.

      “The paramedics took some blood samples from you last night. Do you remember?” he continued, ignoring her obvious doubt.

      Hazily she remembered being pricked with a needle, but she’d not realized they’d done anything other than sedate her. She nodded anyway.

      “There is an indication of a pretty rare hormonal imbalance in your results, one we haven’t been able to test for until about four years ago. I suspect, and new research supports, that this could be the primary cause of your hallucinations.”

      That sounded really, really far-fetched, almost as much as the horrible child psychologist who had suggested she needed some real life scares to overcome her fear of Bogeymen.

      “But I’ve had them since I was a child,” she pointed out.

      The doctor turned his body fully toward her, leaned forward, and held out one large hand, palm facing up in an inviting gesture.

      Tentatively, she placed her right hand in his, glancing at his face.

      “Selma...” His fingers constricted slightly around hers, making them appear ghostly against his olive skin. “I understand that you’ve been through many failed treatments and how that must have affected your life. That you have chosen to deal with this disorder on your own for an entire decade makes it very clear that you have little trust left for any part of the medical profession, which I cannot fault you for. But this... this will change your life, I can almost guarantee it.”

      It wasn’t that she believed he was right, exactly, but the conviction on his handsome face was hard to ignore... or remain unaffected by. And he wasn’t going to use some experimental drugs on her, so what harm could there really be in giving it a try?

      “Okay.”

      “Good girl.” He closed his warm hand around hers again, firmer this time, before he let go and sat up straight. “The main goal is to even out your hormonal balance and encourage your brain to create new neurological pathways. That you see me as a monster will be helpful.”

      Selma cocked her head. “Why?” The only thing his monstrous appearance helped her with was to refrain from acting like that giggly nurse.

      His brilliant smile returned. “We’ll know if there is an improvement straight away.” He opened one of his desk drawers and pulled out a notebook and pen. “But first I need to ask you some questions about your general health so we can establish a baseline for the treatment.”

      For a moment she’d feared he would be delving into electroshock therapy, but this sounded a lot more agreeable.

      She returned his smile, lightness buoying her chest for the first time since that horrible incident the night before. Something about Dr. Hershey’s conviction penetrated her otherwise jaded experiences with doctors trying to help her, and just the slightest sliver of hope was starting to shine through the dark. He was nothing like the other psychiatrists she’d dealt with, and if there was even a remote chance that her condition could be improved, she was more than happy to give it a shot.

      Sometimes, like last night, she was certain she saw the truth and everyone else was blind. The clammy feel of dark magic still clung to her like a bad memory. But now, in the light of day? She knew the monsters couldn’t have been anything but hallucinations. She was not a little girl anymore, and monsters and magic weren’t real.

      “Are you a virgin?”

      Selma blinked, taken aback. “Uh...“

      But the doctor was all business, which made her able to fight off a blush. She was twenty-seven, after all—there was no need to get embarrassed about sharing her history with her doctor.

      “No.”

      “How many partners?”

      “Three.” One drunken one-night stand and two attempts at dating that had lasted fewer than three weeks combined, but he hopefully wouldn’t need the specifics.

      He moved the pen elegantly across the page of his notebook, creating beautifully curled script. Selma found herself mesmerized by the movement. He seemed to be adding a whole lot more detail than her one-word answers.

      “Have you ever been, or tried to become, pregnant?”

      “No.” She had made her peace with never getting to bring a baby into the world long ago; no one deserved a mother who struggled with this kind of illness.

      “Are you on birth control?”

      One would have to have a sex life for that to be relevant. “No.”

      “How long since you were last sexually active?”

      Selma blinked. Professional setting aside, admitting to a probably-rather-attractive-without-those-horns male that she had the sex life of a nun was still pretty humiliating.

      “Two years.”

      Dr. Hershey looked up. “How often do you masturbate?”

      There was no fighting the blood rushing to her face this time. “I... do you really need to know that?”

      “I need to know everything that affects your hormonal production,” he replied.

      Well! Selma rubbed her suddenly clammy hands against her pants, wishing he’d look down at the paper again. “Maybe... uh, maybe... three times a... week?”

      His forehead furrowed, and she managed to feel like a complete pervert before he said, “That won’t do. Make sure you increase it—your body needs the surge in hormones. Do you have a healthy diet?”

      Did he really just prescribe orgasms? She managed a weak nod to his question about eating right, as well as answering if she exercised.

      “Excellent.” Dr. Hershey snapped the notebook shut and got to his feet, gesturing toward a sofa half-hidden behind his book-laden shelves. “Please, come sit with me.”

      A bit apprehensive of why they might need to change their seating arrangements, Selma nevertheless got up and followed him to the sofa.

      He sat down first and patted the cushion next to him, rewarding her with a smile when she obeyed.

      “Now, Selma, I want to explain the procedure to you first. I know from previous patients that it can be… somewhat uncomfortable to submit to this sort of treatment, which is why we’ve adapted the methods a bit. I want you to know that you can ask for the standard procedure, but given what almost happened to you last night, I strongly urge you to let me make this as pleasant as I can for you, okay?”

      Selma frowned, some of her hope dimming. “It’s not… it’s not electroshock, right? I’ve… it doesn’t work on me.”

      Dr. Hershey grimaced and put a gentle hand on her arm. “My dear girl, no. I would never subject a patient to something so barbaric, and I’m so sorry that someone did. It’s a sad truth that some doctors will resort to the most archaic and vile treatments when they’re faced with a patient whose illness they can’t cure, almost in some twisted act of revenge for putting their skills and reputation in question. I promise if you put your trust in my hands, you won’t be harmed.”

      She shouldn’t have trusted him—he was one of them, after all—but as she looked into his fiery eyes, she knew he meant every word. It went a long way to soothing both her fears and the painful memories of the experimental treatments she’d endured in the past.

      Dr. Hershey must have picked up on her acceptance, because he continued, “For the first step, I will give you a pill. It’s nothing but a concentrated dose of progesterone, and it will help your body accept the treatment. Now, have you heard of birth control implants?”

      Selma nodded.

      “Excellent. The device I’ll be fitting you with works in a somewhat similar fashion. It’s a small metal circle that fastens around your clitoris, where it will be able to constantly monitor your body’s delicate hormonal balance and regulate it as necessary.”

      He said it as if there was nothing to be remotely alarmed about, but Selma jerked back from him with a start.

      “You’re—on my… Are you serious? No, I don’t want that!”

      Apart from the incredibly unsettling idea of having him touch her down there, his suggestion that her delusions could be cured by a piece of metal around her clit, of all places, sounded absurd. Where only a moment ago she’d felt overwhelming trust in him, her initial fear of what he looked like came rushing back on a flood of adrenaline.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask that you trust me on this, Selma,” Dr. Hershey said, his face never betraying anything but patience. “And I know you’ve had little reason to believe in my kind before. But this procedure will change your life, and you need to be brave.”

      “Your kind?” she asked, eyes darting to his horns.

      His smile widened a little. “Doctors. I’m just a man, Selma. One who wants to help you.”

      “And… and how would this procedure be done? Would you…?” She fidgeted on the chair, trying to not imagine him between her spread legs.

      “Yes, it would be me. Attaching the ring requires some expertise—and a delicate touch. The way I strongly suggest you let me do this is in the privacy of my office. I’ll help you get comfortable on the couch before we coax your body to allow me to place it. I promise it will be pleasant.

      “Now, if you are uncomfortable with that, you do have the right to ask for a more formal procedure. That would be… less pleasant. There would be three doctors and a few nurses present, and I would have to put you in an examination chair in one of the procedure rooms. Instead of gentle stimuli, I would be using steel tools, and if I may be blunt—there’s a strong chance you’d be tied down. Patients who’ve opted for this route in the past haven’t been able to keep still, and with the tools, any wrong movement could injure the patient.

      “I don’t want that for you, Selma. I don’t think it would help your healing process, especially not after your assault last night. I urge you to choose the gentle way.”

      Selma swallowed thickly, gaze darting to the door on instinct, then back to him. The image he painted had her heart thudding unevenly. She didn’t want him to attach anything down there, not even a supposedly medicinal ring that would cure her hallucinations, but she especially didn’t want to be tied down and gawked at by multiple people. She’d been in a straitjacket once, and the memory of being helpless while she was prodded at was nauseating.

      “I… Can’t I choose neither? Look, it was a one-time relapse; I’ve been doing fine for the past ten years. Please, I just want to go home.”

      Dr. Hershey put a large hand on her knee, and squeezed. “I know, sweetheart. But I can’t let you go home while you’re still seeing these monsters. If you were honest with yourself, you’d know you weren’t doing fine this past decade. It was only a matter of time before your condition would flare up again. I don’t want you to get hurt, so you have to stay with us until we’ve got a handle on this.

      “Please, Selma. Please let me help you. I don’t want to hand you back to the hacks who’ll torture you with their electroshock treatments and drug you with pills that will leave you a walking vegetable.”

      She stared at him as the images he conjured sank into her mind’s eye. Years of torture. Years of being too drugged to even think. She’d escaped that future when she convinced her previous doctors that she was cured, but now Dr. Hershey knew she’d been lying. There would be no escape from being permanently institutionalized—unless she submitted to this treatment.

      If it didn’t work, she could fake it. What was a few uncomfortable moments in the face of a much bleaker lifetime? He may have looked like a monster, but he was her only hope.

      “Okay,” she said softly. “Okay, I’ll do it.”
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      “Please take off your pants and undergarments and lay down on the couch.” Dr. Hershey gave her an encouraging smile.

      “I… didn’t shave.” It was silly to worry about her grooming habits before the most awkward medical procedure of her life, but the thought popped into her head before she could stop it.

      He smiled a little wider, then shook his head. “You’re a woman, not a little girl. Don’t worry about it. Do get comfortable, please. I’ll just need to fetch the ring—I won’t be a moment.”

      It was a lot to ask of her—to get comfortable with her entire lower body exposed—but Selma obeyed nonetheless. She quickly got out of her pants and underwear, then lay on the couch waiting while Dr. Hershey rummaged around in his desk drawers on the other side of the bookshelf.

      He was back by her side before she’d managed to calm her thudding heart, a small piece of gleaming metal trapped between his fingers.

      “Can I see it?” she asked despite herself.

      “Certainly.” He held his hand out toward her, letting the little device rest in his palm.

      It was a small hexagon that looked an awful lot like something a builder would use to secure screws with. A nut, she thought they were called. Some sort of letters were etched along the silvery sides, but they were too small for her to make out.

      “What does it say?”

      “It’s just the make and serial number,” he said, closing his hand around it and dropping into a crouch by her side. “Are you comfortable? Use the cushions to support your neck. That’s it. Can you put one leg on the backrest for me?”

      Selma obeyed, biting her lip as she lifted her leg up and out of the way, giving him access to her most private place. She stared straight up into the ceiling, avoiding his gaze—but he seemed to be focused on her sex rather than her eyes anyway.

      “Good girl,” he murmured, scooting closer as he knelt. His large hands encircled her hips underneath her linen shirt, warming her skin as he adjusted her position. Without asking her to move it, he grabbed her straightened leg behind the knee and lifted it off the couch, spreading her further.

      “Very good.”

      His hot breath ghosted against the inside of her thigh, raising goosebumps in its wake. His hands followed, smoothing up along the inside of her thighs, spreading her wider still with a gentle, yet firm caress.

      Her breath caught in her throat, every nerve in her skin suddenly alive with sensation. When Dr. Hershey brushed one hand up along her sex, she couldn’t hold back a gasp.

      “I’m going to stimulate you now,” he said, letting the back of two fingers tease up and down her closed lips, tickling the hair there.

      “S-stimulate?” Selma did her best to keep her voice calm, but she most definitely had never experienced an examination like this.

      “We need your clitoris nice and plump for the ring to be fitted. In a more clinical setting, I would have to use tools to force it out—a rather painful procedure. But it’s just you and me here now, and I can achieve the same results with some gentle stimulation instead.”

      “O-Okay.” Neither option seemed ideal, but at least this way, she wouldn’t get hurt. And regardless of what he was about to do to her, and how effective it may or may not be, once it was over she would have her freedom again.

      When Dr. Hershey gently parted her slit with two fingers, she clenched her eyes shut and silently repeated that over and over.

      “You are so tense,” he murmured, breath grazing her most intimate flesh this time. “Try to relax, sweetheart. It’ll be over faster if you can.”

      “Yes, Doctor,” she whispered, doing her best to obey.

      “You don’t have to call me ‘Doctor’ right now. I suspect it’s not helping you relax. My name is Marathin,” he said as he rubbed up and down her outer lips while keeping her slit spread open.

      “Marathin?” The oddity broke her tense focus, her eyes fluttering open as she frowned. “The sign… said Dr. Martin Hershey?”

      He cracked a half-smile, though his eyes didn’t flicker up to meet hers. “Yes. I’m known as Martin here—when I was first hired, they misheard my name. By the time I realized the mistake, they’d already ordered the name plaque. But I’m mostly called Dr. Hershey by my colleagues and the support staff, so it never seemed worth the trouble to order a new one.”

      “But you ask your patients to call you by your given name?” she asked, grateful for the distraction of their conversation—even if it was hard to pretend like he wasn’t massaging her sex in an increasingly intimate fashion.

      Marathin chuckled. “Only a very few. Your condition is rare—but the intimate nature of the procedure doesn’t lend itself well to formalities. I find most women prefer to pretend I’m not their doctor during this process.” He moved his thumb from her outer lips to the soft flesh between them, testing with gentle presses.

      It was uncomfortable, dry, and the sensation made her tense her thighs.

      “Shh, it’ll be better when you’ve lubricated,” he murmured, moving one hand  to press her thigh back up on the sofa’s backrest. “You’re starting to flush nicely. Just relax. We’ll get you there.”

      Selma forced a deep breath as she stared at the white ceiling, trying and failing to ignore his insistent stroking of her sex. He wasn’t touching her clit, but on every upstroke, he manipulated her inner lips just enough that her flesh tensed around the sensitive bud, stimulating it ever so slightly. It didn’t take long before, despite herself, heat began to collect between her legs and a soft, pleasant throb stirred in her abdomen.

      “Good girl,” Marathin cooed when she inadvertently lifted her hips on another upstroke. “Very good.” And then, before she could fully comprehend what he was doing, he’d popped his thumb in his mouth, wetting the pad before he pressed it directly at her still-hooded clit.

      The zing of sensation was sharp and made her grunt, but it was far from unpleasant—which made it so much worse. She bit her lip hard and tried to shift her pelvis to lessen the stimulation, but he wasn’t having it. He followed her movements with his thumb pressed hard against her little nub, rubbing in circles as he caught her hips with his other arm and grounded her to the couch.

      “Easy now. Easy.” His dark voice was huskier than before, which did little to calm the throb of her blood pulsing heavily in her tissue. “Give in to the pleasure, sweetheart. The more fully you surrender, the quicker it’ll be over.”

      He had a point. The sooner he could get her body to respond enough that he could slip the ring on her, the sooner she would be free.

      It took everything Selma had to relax her thighs and reopen her legs fully for him.

      “That’s it, well done,” Dr. Hershey said, shifting so he could maneuver more easily. He brought the hand that’d been keeping her leg on the backrest down to her sex, wetting his thumb in dampness she hadn’t know she was producing until he touched the hood of her clitoris.

      “Let’s see if we can’t coax her out, hmm?” His low hum was followed by pressure on both sides of her clit. He rubbed up and down the tiny shaft, squeezing gently on the upstroke, just enough to set her nerves alight. Over and over he rode it, only changing it up by occasionally letting his free fingers brush along her spread lips, teasing her opening ever so lightly.

      Soon she was squirming, not to escape, but to increase the pressure of his touch, her breath coming in soft pants.

      “Starting to feel good?” he asked, and she could have sworn he was smirking.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Selma hoped it was a rhetorical question as a low groan made its past her clenched teeth.

      Thankfully he didn’t push for an answer, nor did he comment on her body’s involuntary, but embarrassing, signs of pleasure. Instead, he doubled his efforts on her clit, pinching harder as he rubbed it up and down.

      It was too much, too intense, but when she pulled back he followed her, capturing her against the end of the sofa.

      “Give in, sweetheart,” he purred. “You want to feel better, don’t you? I’ll make you feel so good. Listen to your body—it knows.”

      Much as she wanted to, she couldn’t deny the rising flood of heat in her pelvis, and despite her mewls of reluctance, soon her thighs spread wider of their own accord, inviting him in. It’d been so long since a man attended to her needs, and the doctor knew how to make her come alive as she’d never been before.

      “Please,” she panted, not knowing what she was asking for. “Please!”

      “I see her,” he rumbled, voice hoarse. “Starting to peek out from her protective hood. So pretty and pink, your little pearl. Begging for more, hmm?”

      In a wild moment, she thought he might put his mouth on her, but her fevered thoughts were quashed as he twisted around, fingers still stroking firmly, and grabbed the metal ring in his free hand.

      When he brought it back around, her eyes caught his—and something in her gut that had little to do with the pleasure he was forcing on her clenched.

      There was a look in his fiery eyes then, something dark, and from deep inside a wave of fear bloomed despite her arousal.

      Get away! Get away! Selma, get away!

      The voice rang through her mind as clearly as if someone had shouted it into her ear. She gasped, choking on a groan when Marathin pinched her clit, forcing it fully out from the hood.

      No, she had to get away! She had to escape. That voice⁠—

      Metal gleamed between her thighs and she kicked out, but it was too late. The doctor pinned her legs with his elbows, spread her labia wide—and in the next second, the cool ring slipped over her throbbing clit.

      The moment the metal hoop touched her, darkness rose around them both. Yet despite a bolt of panic, Selma quickly lost the ability to care.

      Marathin twisted the band, tightening it unbearably against her sensitive nub—and Selma screamed as black stars of agony exploded before her eyes.

      “Take it off!” She managed to squeal despite the pain pulsing through her with every frantic beat of her heart. Reaching down, she tried to rid herself of the torture device. “Please, please⁠—!”

      Marathin caught her hands easily in one of his own, stilling her desperate squirming as he reached between her legs again. “Give in!” he growled, and then his hot fingertips pinched the still-free tip of her clit. “Come for me!”

      It shouldn’t have worked. The pain was so severe, and her panic so overwhelming that her nerves should not have been able to feel pleasure as well. But when he pinched her trapped little bud, warmth flooded her pelvis—and from nowhere, an orgasm rose hard and fast.

      Her attempts to escape stilled, quashed on a tidal wave of agonized bliss. Selma howled, arching up from the sofa as her doctor rubbed savagely at her clit. The darkness seemed to close in from all sides, but she was beyond caring.

      “Come for me, Selma!” he commanded again, pressing his free hand against her forehead to push her down into the couch. Pain seared where he touched her, but it was brief and quickly swallowed by the torment he was inflicting on her sex.

      Squeezing her eyes shut and closing out anything but the burning sensation of pain and ecstasy, she finally obeyed, screaming in agonized surrender as her body seized.

      Marathin’s thick fingers penetrated her weeping core, pushing her over the edge. He fucked her in rhythm with her cramping orgasm until her torment was forgotten and all she knew was ecstasy.
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      Selma’s breathing was slow to calm. Echoes of too many sensations still sang in her blood, and her clit still trembled from the pained orgasm. The ring was no longer too tight, but its heavy presence was undeniable. It didn’t hurt, but it was there, its grasp firm and inescapable.

      She lay in silence while Marathin pulled his fingers from her wet sex, post-orgasmic peace washing away the memory of that voice screaming at her to flee. It seemed like nothing but a dream now. A nightmare.

      “How long before I can take it off?” she rasped, voice still raw from shrieking.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “No. It’s just…”

      “I know.” He stroked his warm hand soothingly up her thigh as he got to his feet. “I’m afraid it’ll have to remain in place, if you want your delusions to stay gone.”

      Selma removed her gaze from the ceiling then, lips halfway parted in protest, but when her eyes landed on Marathin, the words died on her tongue.

      His black hair was horn-free and his eyes were deep amber. There were no flames, and no pointy ears. How was that even... possible?

      She reached up, and he obligingly bent his head so she could stroke through the glossy strands. No bumps met her fingers, just soft, silken hair.

      “You...” The implication slowly set in as he straightened back up, his now-human eyes evaluating her like any doctor would after a treatment.

      “You cured me?” She couldn’t quite make it into a statement, her voice rising questioningly toward the end. A lump she hadn’t been aware of was building in her throat and made her swallow thickly, attempting to press back the tears building in her eyes. She was free. She was finally free.

      “It is not a full cure, Selma.” He grabbed her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. “You need to take good care of yourself and maintain your hormonal balance—eat well, take the vitamins I’ll give you, do some yoga for stress relief. It’s all about management now, but yes; you should no longer see monsters.”

      There was nothing she could say, and nothing she could ever do to repay this man. Her tears spilled as she clutched at his hand, all resentment forgiven.

      “Thank you, doctor. Thank you, thank you, thank you!”
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      The exhaustion following her treatment was bone-deep and lasted the rest of the day. If it wasn’t for the nurses’ kind, but strict insistence that she get up to eat and stretch her legs, she’d have happily stayed in bed.

      Dr. Hershey—Marathin—had told her she was to remain at Ravenswood House for ten more days. She would see him every day to check on her continued progress and spend the rest of her time relaxing and getting into a routine of meditation, yoga, and regular meals.

      Selma fought back a blush as she walked to the small en-suite attached to her room to get ready for bed. Considering how much she’d dreaded seeing the doctor that first time, she had a distinct lack of reluctance now.

      He’d been more than kind after the treatment, helping her to her room and praising her for how well she’d responded. And since she no longer saw a monster when looking at him, it had been hard not to feel a little flutter in her stomach as he gave her hands a final squeeze, wished her a good night, and told her not to hesitate to call on him.

      Not that there was any real chance of him dating his patients—not even the ones he’d gotten to know as intimately as he had her.

      She smiled as she cranked the shower on and got out of her white pajamas while waiting for the water to heat. How many of his patients had developed a crush on him? She was willing to bet the number was high, even if their treatment didn’t consist of spine-shatteringly powerful orgasms, what with his handsome—and hornless—looks and kind mannerisms. Add to it that he saved minds for a living...

      Selma sighed softly, stepping into the shower. She was well-aware that her sudden onset of interest had everything to do with the fact that he was the one to make her hallucinations go away and nothing to do with actual emotions.

      However, as the hot spray from the shower worked on loosening her muscles, she found her thoughts wandering back to that room and how good it had felt as he prepared her for the ring. She gingerly rubbed her slick folds, careful not to press too hard on her still-tender clit, and leaned against the wet tiles while breathing deeply, letting her climax build.

      Hazy thoughts of what it would’ve been like if he’d crossed the boundary from doctor to lover ran through her mind. Her hips jerked in response, and she had to keep them pressed against the wall to not over-agitate her ringed clit as her pussy clenched, bringing her over the edge with a whimper.

      Panting, Selma rested her head against the tiles. She’d probably have to figure out a way to explain the ring to future lovers, but… she might actually be able to have a true relationship now, one where she wouldn’t have to worry that her condition would drive them away. She might even be a mom one day.

      A smile pulled on her lips, even as she reminded herself to talk to Dr. Hershey about the risk of the illness being hereditary. There was a chance that she could have a family of her own now, and she found years of suppressed dreams suddenly flurrying up inside of her as she imagined a white picket fence and serving lemonade to her blue-eyed kids.

      She finished up in the shower, catching herself humming along to a tune she’d heard on the radio last week as she stepped out and dried herself. How much would her life change now that she didn’t have to spend so much energy pretending everything was all right?

      When she wiped the mirror free from steam, the wide grin on her reflection seemed so alien, yet so right. She couldn’t remember when she’d last felt this happy—this hopeful.

      Happily planning her future she brushed her teeth, humming around a mouthful of toothpaste with sheer joy. She continued the cheery tune while rinsing out her mouth with water from the tap.

      It was when she straightened back up to grin widely at the mirror that she noticed it.

      The faint shimmer on her forehead cut the melody short, her expression faltering as she leaned in closer. There in the middle of her forehead, where Marathin’s hot hand had touched her just before her orgasm, was a round, silvery mark so faint that it almost blended in with her pale skin. If it hadn’t been for its shimmer, she might not even have noticed.

      But there it was, approximately the size of a walnut with odd symbols following the curved outer line branded into her forehead.

      Was it another delusion? Had their nature simply changed?

      Panic tightened in the pit of her stomach, and she staggered away from the mirror. No! This was too cruel, too unfair. Maybe it was just a normal side-effect that would disappear over time? Marathin would be able to tell her, to help her... and if there was any sliver of justice in the world, he might still be in his office doing some after-hours paperwork, because if he wasn’t, she wasn’t sure how she’d make it through the night.

      Spinning around, Selma ran back into her room and fumbled into her clothes before trying the door. It was unlocked.

      She thanked every deity she could think of for having been moved off the at-risk list as she ran down the empty hallways to the staircase leading to the doctor’s office. It was a bit later than she’d realized; darkness stared back at her through the windows she hurriedly passed, and the upstairs offices seemed deserted for the night.

      Selma didn’t slow down until she came to the hallway housing Marathin’s office, and she could have fainted from relief when she saw a small stripe of light shining out from underneath his door.

      With about the same desperation as a thirsting man stumbling upon an oasis in the desert, she threw herself at the door, knocking quietly but with an urgent rhythm.

      “Dr. Hershey!” she called, knocking again. “Marathin, please, I need your help!”

      No reply came through the heavy wooden door, so she hesitantly turned the knob.

      The door opened, and she had a moment of reconsidering practically breaking into his office like a desperate drug addict, but the alternative—a night of not knowing whether she was really cured—drove her to step in and close it behind her.

      “Marathin?”

      There was still no reply, and the man himself didn’t seem to be in the room. But some paperwork was scattered over his otherwise neat desk, and the light coming from his computer screen indicated that he probably wasn’t far away. She walked closer, glancing to see if he’d been away long enough that it had locked his user profile.

      It hadn’t, and she forced a deep breath through her lungs. He’d be back soon, and he would help her.

      She sat in the same chair she had earlier that day, brushing her hands through her still-damp hair and letting her gaze wander. She hadn’t noticed the many tribal-looking sculptures adorning his shelves among the thick books the first time she was here, and in the limited light, they were almost frightening.

      She looked at the papers on his desk instead, wondering what her file now said about her and the treatment she’d been through.

      Maybe the file was hers...? Feeling just a little guilty, she leaned closer, glancing over the pages of what appeared to be hand-written entries on top of a medical file. A file with her name on it.

      No longer concerned about breaching any ethical standards, she moved to the other side, leaning against the desk as she let her fingers dance over the neat handwriting.

      What she read made color fill her cheeks; the first page was a detailed description of her reaction to everything he’d done to her that morning and she quickly flipped the page, not entirely sure she wanted to know what else he had to say on that subject.

      She let her eyes roam the next sheet for something less mortifying, but when she spotted a small diagram lower down on the opposite page, her heart skipped a beat and blood rushed in her ears.

      It... it was…

      She bent even further over the papers, staring at the small circle and the symbols within it. It was an exact copy of the image she’d seen on her forehead.

      He’d... put it there?

      The realization struck as a bolt of lightning, and numbness spread through her fingers where they pressed against the drawing. She didn’t know how, but he’d marked her.

      Selma shook her head, trying to clear her confusion. Why would he have done that? Even if she ignored the how, it made no sense. She brushed a hand over her forehead, eliciting an odd pulsing sensation against her fingertips when she touched the mark.

      There had to be an answer on the pages.

      Her pulse quickened as she refocused on the paper, finally reading the jarring words underneath the circle.

      

      
        
        As suspected, Selma Lehman is a Breeder.

        Application of the blinding mark removed her ability to see through my human disguise. Attachment of the breeding ring instantly enhanced her scent. She no longer fears me. No longer fears my presence; she will be ready for auction soon.

      

      

      

      She didn’t read any further, because when her eyes darted over the word “auction” for the second time, trying to find some meaning in it that didn’t make her tremble, someone politely cleared their throat.

      Selma jumped and tore her gaze from the paper, only to have it land on Dr. Hershey’s tall form looming by the door.

      He cocked his head, giving her the impression of a cat watching a mouse, as a wry smile spread across his handsome face. This time he made no attempt at hiding the devious quirk to it.

      “Why, Selma... whatever are you doing in my office this late? Is there something you wish to discuss?”

      She swallowed thickly, ignoring the teasing note to his question. He knew without a shadow of a doubt what she’d seen.

      “What did you do to me?” she whispered, trying her best to stop her hands from shaking. “What is that mark?”

      He narrowed his amber eyes at her before twisting the doorknob so it locked with a menacing click. “That document was not for your eyes, sweetheart. But since you’ve seen it, I suppose you might as well learn what it means a little sooner than planned.”

      Taking his time because there was nowhere for her to run, he walked toward her, his shadow growing larger with every step.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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