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Chapter One - Wren
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It's amazing how much everything has changed in only two weeks. I can walk again, though sometimes I have to lean on a cane. I can speak again—and believe me, it's strange to hear my voice after I'd been silent for so long. I'm getting my vision back, slowly but surely. I can see Deep pretty clearly now, and he's cuter than I thought he would be.

The best part is, everyone in Daimonas accepts me for who I am. Nobody makes me feel different or out of place. They've embraced me as a friend and a member of the community, and even though I miss Edward, I wouldn't trade this experience for anything. For the first time in my entire life, I'm truly, totally happy.

I'm almost afraid to admit I'm happy, because happiness is fleeting. Bliss can end in an instant.

“So do you have any plans for the evening?” asks Willow, my new friend and fellow maid. For the last two weeks, I've been working as a maid in the mayor's estate. Ferdinand, the mayor of Daimonas, has been nothing but kind to me. Willow thinks he likes me, but I don't believe that for one second. I think Ferdinand is simply being nice.

“No, I don't have any plans,” I reply in a quiet voice. I'm always quiet. I still haven't gotten used to the sound of words coming out of me, so they tend to come out... small.

“Are you sure? I bet the mayor would love to spend time with you!”

I shake my head and ignore her remark, because remarks like these are becoming too common. I refuse to believe the mayor has a crush on me. I'm pretty sure Deep likes me, but I wouldn't say that about Ferdinand. “I was thinking I might try to read a book,” I tell her. “My eyes have been getting better and better. I just wanted to know if it was possible.”

“Maybe you just need some glasses?” Willow suggests. “My son had to wear glasses. It's nothing to be ashamed of.”

Every time she mentions her son, I don't know what to say, because he's dead now, and thinking about that makes my heart feel heavy. I don't know much about Willow's son, aside from the fact that he was a demonica like us. He was hunted and killed by the queen's soldiers, and that's what prompted Willow to move to Daimonas.

“I wouldn't know how to get glasses,” I admit.

“Ask Ferdinand. I'm sure he'd help you.”

She says that with a wiggle of her eyebrows, so I know this is another attempt to get me romantically involved with the mayor. I don't want to rely too heavily on anyone, especially not the mayor of Daimonas. I feel indebted to him already. I don't want to make that debt even bigger.

As we're cleaning our final bedroom for the day, Deep enters with a plate in his hands. When I see him standing in the doorway, I smile and wave him over.

“Hello, Deep,” I greet him. “Ooo... that looks like a yummy cake!”

I'm referring to the slice of cake on his plate, and it does look delicious. It looks like carrot cake, if I'm not mistaken. That's one of my favorites.

“I hope it's yummy,” Deep says, pushing the plate toward me. “I, uh... I... ummm... I brought it for you.”

“Aww, thanks!” I set down the plate, give him a hug, and while we're embracing, I whisper in his ear, “You're so sweet.”

“It's, uh... it's nothin' much, really.” Deep looks down at the ground and drags a foot across the rug. He looks sheepish. Ever since we got to Daimonas, he's been like this. Now that I can walk and talk, he's become much shyer, and I don't know why. I wish I knew why.

I smile and say, “Thank you for the cake, Deep. I really appreciate it.”

“Yeah... umm...” He starts eyeing the door, as if he can't wait to leave. “I, uh... I guess I'll see you tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

Deep leaves the room in a hurry, and as soon as he's gone, Willow says, “You can do better than that half-orc boy.”

“Willow!” I shrill her name and click my tongue, because I can't believe what I'm hearing. You would think demonicas would understand prejudice more than most, but Deep's been discriminated against, even here. I feel bad for him. He hasn't been embraced like I have. The others have been shunning him and giving him sidelong looks.

“It's true, girl,” Willow says. “I know he fancies you, and that's sweet and all, but you're way too beautiful for the likes of him.”

“I don't think I'm too beautiful for anyone,” I quietly disagree.

Willow continues, “You should set your sights higher... on Ferdinand, perhaps?”

I shake my head, finish cleaning the room, and keep my thoughts to myself. As soon as I'm done with work for the day, I head to the servants' quarters, where I share a room with a demonica girl named Yarley. She's closer to my age than Willow, so I think that's why they put us together. Yarley and I don't have much in common, though.

As I head to the servants' quarters with my cake in hand, a voice suddenly calls out to me, “Wren!”

It's Ferdinand, calling to me from the library. He's my employer, so it would be wrong to ignore him. I take a deep breath, square my shoulders, and surge into the library to greet him.

“Hello, sir.” I bow as I greet him. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“Well, for one, you needn't be so formal,” Ferdinand says. “I'm just wondering how you've been. How has everyone been treating you? How have you been fitting in?”

“Nearly everyone has been kind to me, sir,” I reply. I try not to make eye contact with him for too long because he's so beautiful. Not handsome, but beautiful. He has soft features, gentle eyes and pouty pink lips. When my vision started to return, I was actually a bit shocked to see him for the first time. A man shouldn't be this pretty.

“Is there anything you require?” Ferdinand asks. “Anything that might make you more comfortable? I know you miss your brother.”

“I do miss my brother,” I admit.

“He's more than welcome to visit you... briefly, of course,” Ferdinand says. “I try to be welcoming to outsiders, but I also can't let them stay for too long because it makes everyone a bit uneasy.”

“That's understandable, sir.”

“Please, no more sirs!” Ferdinand exclaims. “I want you to treat me like you would treat a friend.”

I give him a smile, but it feels tense and fake. He makes me nervous, and I don't know why. Maybe I have feelings for him? Maybe that's why Deep is nervous around me? Fond feelings can make you a bit timid.

Glancing around the library, I tell the mayor, “I... I'm actually looking for a book to read. Is there anything you would recommend?”

“That must mean your vision is returning?” he asks. “If so, I'm glad to hear it. What sort of books do you enjoy reading, Wren?”

“Um... adventure,” I reply. “I like pirate adventures. A bit of romance is nice, even if it's just a subplot.”

“Ah! Then I have just the story for you!” Ferdinand hops from his chair, crosses the room, and peruses one of his many bookshelves. I'm impressed by the number of books in this place. It's a small library, but I wouldn't be surprised if there were thousands of books packed onto these shelves.

He returns and hands me a book. My fingers barely brush against him as he passes the book to me, and it makes my heart race. I feel rather silly about that.

“It's called Adrift on the Open Waters,” Ferdinand says. “It's about a pirate who abducts a princess... but his ship gets wrecked, and they end up stuck together in a tiny boat. It's quite amusing.”

“It sounds like a fun read,” I tell him. “It... doesn't have a bad ending, does it? I don't like bad endings.”

“No, it has a happy end, I promise,” answers a smiling Ferdinand. His smile is so unabashedly wide, it makes my own smiles feel weak by comparison. “I think you'll like it... and if you don't, it won't offend me.”

“Do you like to read romance?” I ask. I wish I hadn't asked that, though, because it sounds like an awkward question, now that I think about it.

“Occasionally, yes,” Ferdinand says. “I'm a romantic at heart.”

He's nice, he's rich, he's smart, he's compassionate, he's beautiful, and he's a romantic. If Ferdinand has a fault, I have yet to find it. His perfection is stifling, so I dismiss myself with a hasty, “Um... goodbye. Thanks for the book,” and hurry to the door.

“Anytime!” he exclaims. “It was lovely to speak to you, Wren. I'm glad you're enjoying your time in Daimonas.”

As I head to the servant's quarters, I look down at the book and the cake I'm carrying in my hands.

I don't want to fall for the mayor, and I certainly don't want to hurt Deep's feelings.

I should probably keep my distance from all men.
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Chapter Two - Deep
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I don't think Wren likes me anymore. She's still friendly with me, but we've been spending less and less time together as the days go on. I know she never liked me the way I like her, but it still breaks my heart to see the growing distance between us. When we were on the road together, traveling to Daimonas, I got a lot of her time and attention. Now she's got to give her time to lots of people because she's made lots of new friends.

I'm happy for her, but I haven't made any new friends. Nobody likes Deep. They don't seem to mind my cookin', though—in fact, they seem pretty happy with that, but I still feel like an outcast in a city of outcasts. I guess that makes me... a super outcast? I wish there was a city just for half-orcs, because I miss Orca. She was mean to me sometimes, but we understood each other more than most people understood us. It's hard to fit in nowhere, and to never have a home.

At the moment, I'm making cookies. I really like cookies, and I can make a bunch of different kinds. Unlike Orca, I didn't grow up in an orphanage. I spent most of my childhood with my mum, the sweetest human lady you could ever meet. She taught me how to make cookies and cakes and all sorts of things. Before I became a mercenary, I thought about starting a bakery once. Before she died, my mum used to encourage that idea. After she died, I lost the willpower to do much of anything.
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