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~

The last of my map dissolved into mist-soaked air the moment I stepped beneath the towering pines, my ink-smudged parchment clinging to my fingers like a dying leaf. Bergamot leaves crunched beneath my boots, their citrus-bitter scent fusing with the damp wool of my trousers. The leather satchel strap had gnawed my wrist raw—I worried the abrasion with my thumb, the sting focusing my thoughts. Absurd. The word tasted stale even as it formed. Months tracing whispers of this valley, chasing folklore masquerading as fact, all for academic glory that might prove I was more than Father’s bookish disappointment. Yet now, with the trees pressing closer than any library shelves, the chill in my lungs had less to do with creeping fog and more with the prickle between my shoulder blades. I’d been wrong. Not about the valley’s existence. About why it called to me. A hum shivered through the branches—too rhythmic for wind. My nails bit half-moons into my palms as the sound resolved into melody, lulling yet laced with melancholy. »Mira,« I whispered, recalling the village rumors of an elusive keeper of secrets. My satchel straps creaked as I adjusted them, the weight of my notebook suddenly oppressive. Field observations. Document. Analyze. But my pen stayed sheathed, my breath coming in shallow bursts that defied scholarly detachment. The trees parted like theater curtains. The valley unfurled below—lush beyond reason, greener than any pigment I’d ever mixed, dotted with cottages of sun-warmed stone. Their doorframes bore tapestries that fluttered like beckoning hands. »You’re not supposed to be here.«

The voice rolled over me like thunder over still water, vibrating in my molars. I turned. He stood half-veiled in shadow, dappled light catching the blade-sharp plane of his jaw, the weight of his shoulders. Calloused hands turned palm-up—a mockery of surrender from someone whose very presence made my pulse stutter. »Cain.« The name escaped before I could swallow it. One dark eyebrow lifted, slow as sunrise. »You know my name.«

Heat flooded my neck. Every local legend had led here—to him, the keeper of the herd, the enforcer of vows. I hadn’t realized how vividly he’ broader, darker, more devastating. »I’m an anthropologist,« I lied, copper blooming on my tongue where my teeth met flesh. »Studying regional customs.«

He stepped forward, boots silencing the grass. »No one finds this place unless it calls to them.«

The words slithered down my spine. My grip on the satchel turned desperate. Not a prison. Not a cult. The valley was too beautiful for that. And yet—my gaze snagged on the altar stone flanking the path, its center worn smooth by generations of offerings. Silk ribbons fluttered from nearby branches, frayed yet defiantly vibrant. »You’re staring.« His voice dropped an octave, rough as bark. The hum resurged, closer now. A woman emerged between the birches, her fingers weaving reeds into a basket despite her sun-cracked lips never pausing their lullaby. »Mira,« Cain acknowledged without turning. »She smells of hunger,« the woman said, pressing a carved figurine into my palm—a swollen-bellied goddess polished by countless touches. »Excuse me?«

Mira’s humming twined around us. »You’ll be consumed,« she murmured, as though offering comfort. The worst part? As my fingers closed around the idol, something feral uncoiled in my belly, whispering that perhaps I’d savor being devoured. 

~
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The carved idol burned against my skin, its weight both alien and intimately familiar. Before I could ponder the sacrilege of theft, a branch snapped—not the skitter of fauna, but the deliberate step of someone who owned the ground beneath them. Run. My muscles locked in betrayal. His shadow elongated across the clearing first, distorted by slanting light. Then—him. sun-darkened skin glistening, a scar bisecting one eyebrow. The kind of face that rewired your nervous system. »You’re trespassing.« His voice abraded my nerves, low and rough enough to feel between my ribs. »I didn’t realize nowhere had property lines.«

His mouth twitched. »There are boundaries everywhere, scholar.«

Scholar. The word hooked beneath my sternum. He’d seen my notes, then. My thumb traced the idol’s curve, still clutched in my fist. »Is that yours?« His gaze dropped to my concealed hand. »No.« The lie sliced my cheek open again. He stepped closer, close enough that his scent unfurled—damp earth and embers. »Then it won’t pain you to return it.«

I should’ve complied. Instead, my spine straightened. »What’s carved wood worth, anyway?«

A slow blink. »You tell me. You’re the thief.«

Heat surged up my throat. When I didn’t move, his hand closed over mine—not cruel, but irrevocable. His thumb brushed my wrist as he reclaimed the idol, the contact branding me. »You’re shaking.« Amusement darkened his tone. »I won’t hurt you.«

»I’m not afraid.« The lie withered between us. »No?« He examined the idol. »You should be.«

»Why’s that?«

His head tilted. »Because I know what you are.«

»And what’s that?«

»Hungry.«

The word struck like a slap. He saw too much—the restless twitch of my fingers, how my pupils dilated at his proximity. The traitorous heat pooling low. I stepped back, leaves crunching loudly. »I’m not—«

»Not what?« He advanced, backing me against an oak. His palm caged me in. »Not curious? Not wet?«

My thighs pressed together reflexively. »You don’t know me.«

»I know your pulse leaps when I get close.« His fingers grazed my neck. »I know you’re desperate for someone to tell you what to do.«

Breath sawed through my lungs—equal parts fury and molten want. »You’re insane.«

»And you’re lying to yourself.« His thumb smeared blood from my bitten cheek across my lip. »But not for long.«

The promise shuddered through me. Then—Mira’s distant hum. His attention flickered. I shoved past him and ran. 

~
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The birthing basket materialized in my hands before I registered Mira’s movement. »The first gift,« she murmured, her parchment-dry fingers lingering. Her lullaby wove through the space between us, insidious as roots cracking stone. »Never refuse hospitality here. The earth remembers slights.«

I traced the basket’s coils. Fresh reeds exhaled a vegetal musk beneath the cloying tea she’d poured. The dregs swirled—tea leaves clinging in a shape that seized my breath. Too reminiscent of a gravid womb. »Drink.« Cain’s command vibrated from the doorway. I lifted the cup. Honey bloomed first, then the ferrous tang beneath. »Iron?«

Mira’s chuckle rasped like cornhusks. »Our soil bleeds it. Strengthens the blood. Helps offspring take root.« Her thumb found the rabbit-quick pulse at my throat. »You’ll want that.«

»I document rituals. Don’t participate.«

»Mmm.« Her hum segued into song, her knowing glance sliding to Cain. A blade-sharp exchange passed between them. »They all say that first.«

The tea’s warmth spread thickly, weighting my limbs. Cain’s shadow stretched toward me, possessive and dark. Mira plucked at my sleeve. »City clothes,« she tutted. »No room for a belly to grow.«

I recoiled, scattering dried petals. »That’s not—«

»Hush.« Her grip tightened, surprising in its strength. »I’ll teach you to weave properly. A woman should know what cradles her future.« Her thumb pressed my wild pulse. »Unless you’d rather leave?«

Cain shifted slightly. The air thickened, charged. My breath hitched—not fear, but something hotter, darker. Mira smiled as if tasting victory. »Ah. Thought so.«

The cup trembled. a key. And beneath it, the unmistakable outline of chains.
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Chapter 2
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Silk and Submission  

~The Grove, at dawn~  

The morning air smelled of damp earth and crushed lavender. I inhaled sharply as my knees met the woven grass mat, the stalks imprinting tiny lines against my bare skin. Ridiculous, I told myself. You’re an anthropologist—not a participant.  

And yet, my pulse thrummed as the women around me swayed, their voices humming in unison. Their chants curled around my ribs, sinking deep. Some wore their hair loose, others bound in elaborate braids, but every wrist bore the same delicate silk ribbon, knotted just above the pulse point. Mira stood apart, humming a lullaby under her breath. Her fingers brushed the hollowness of her stomach as she watched me. »You don’t kneel like you mean it,« she murmured. I stiffened. »I’m observing.«  

»Mmm. Like those books of yours?« She reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear with surprising gentleness. »You can’t read your way through devotion, girl.«  

The women’s chanting rose—no words, just sound, vibrating against my skin. A few cast glances my way, their expressions unreadable. Not unkind. Not free, either. Then he entered. Cain Thorne. The Keeper. His presence cut through the morning mist like a blade. Tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in the dark linen tunic the men here wore, he moved with a predator’s ease. He carried a basket in one hand, woven so tightly it gleamed like metal under the dawn. His gaze locked onto mine. »Elara.«  
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